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Introduction

Kabbalah is the theology of the Jewish people; it is the way Judaism

understands God and the relationship between God and the world. For
Kabbalists, all the laws, customs, practices, holidays, and rituals of
Judaism are best understood in light of the Kabbalistic teachings about
God and of what it is that God wants from humans.

Over the centuries, Kabbalah has become more and more systematized.
Brilliant Jewish sages have explored, developed, and refined Jewish
theology to the point at which, in the last six centuries, Kabbalah has
become a distinct system of ideas, beliefs, technical terminology, and
values with its own history, great personalities, controversies, and
vocabulary. But Kabbalah, which means “the received tradition,” has
always been an integral part of Jewish religious and spiritual life.

Like other studies of divinity and spirituality, Kabbalah deals with
ultimate questions: Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we
going? What for? Why?

About This Book

Kabbalah is often thought to be a secret study occupying the minds of elite
students throughout the ages. But the “secrets” of Kabbalah aren’t the
typical kind in which information is revealed to the few.

There are two kinds of secrets:

¥ Secrets that are kept from the public: When revealed, these



secrets are recognized for what they are: clever illusions that, once
revealed, can never fool again. Whatever “mysteries” the illusions
once held disappear.

¥ Real secrets that are available for all to see: When real secrets
are explored, they become deeper and more profound. They become
richer and give birth to even greater secrets while their revelations
illuminate the world. Such are the so-called “secrets” of Kabbalah.

My goal in writing this book is to help set the record straight and to
inform the general public about what Kabbalah is — and also what
Kabbalah isn’t.

In recent years Kabbalah has become a pop culture phenomenon, a
development that’s resulted in the spread of tremendous inaccuracies and
misinformation about the subject. This book is for those who are curious
about the subject as well as for those who sincerely want to begin to grasp
some of the profound teachings of Kabbalah and to integrate Kabbalistic
wisdom into their daily lives.

Unfortunately, some books represent Kabbalah as a New Age, mystical
practice dealing with amulets, obscure forms of meditation, superstition,
and occult practices. Some books on Kabbalah separate Kabbalah from
Judaism, misinforming well-meaning students and encouraging them to
think of Kabbalah as a general philosophy of life rather than as a spiritual
practice inextricably integrated into Jewish law, ritual, prayer, and study.

Kabbalah For Dummies explains in plain English both the major abstract
ideas of Kabbalah as well as the Kabbalistic practices that are part of daily
Jewish life. Although the study of Kabbalah can be a major commitment
that influences a practitioner’s entire life, a person can pick up on many
profound approaches to life just by considering the ideas and perspectives
of Kabbalah.



Conventions Used In This Book

Because Kabbalah is a complex and often controversial topic, I had to
establish a few conventions while writing to keep things as fair and simple
as possible. As you’re reading Kabbalah For Dummies, please keep in
mind my conventions regarding the following:

¥ References to God: Kabbalistic notions about God include the
fundamental belief that the Almighty doesn’t have a gender, so
whenever possible, I refrain from referring to God using masculine
pronouns. However, the primary language of Judaism, Hebrew,
doesn’t have a neutral gender, so most Hebrew nouns are masculine.
In addition, although there’s a female term that indicates God’s
indwelling presence in the world, the male forms of God’s names
have their own spiritual significance (Kabbalistic tradition has many
names for God, as I explain in Chapter 16). In Jewish prayers, for
example, God is referred to as “He.” This isn’t sexism; God is neither
He nor She, so please don’t be offended when God is referred to as
“He.”

¥ The word “Kabbalist”: Throughout this book I refer to things
that Kabbalists do or believe. In reality, none of the great (or even
not-so-great) Kabbalists ever referred to themselves as Kabbalists.
All the great Kabbalists throughout history have been Jews, more
specifically traditional, observant Jews. In today’s terms, they’d
probably be called Orthodox Jews.

I use the term “Kabbalist” through this book to refer to those people,
great sages, or everyday people like me who integrate into their lives
the beautiful Jewish practices and profound ideas that are part of
Jewish tradition and have explicit connection to Jewish theological
— and therefore Kabbalistic — ideas.

A great sage is referred to as a Kabbalist because he wrote about or
taught the theology of Judaism and was specifically interested in
using the vocabulary and essential ideas contained in the theological,



esoteric explorations of Judaism. Even today, teachers who are
considered masters of Kabbalah aren’t generally known as
Kabbalists; instead, the term mekubal (meh-koo-bahl) indicates that
a certain teacher is a qualified teacher of Kabbalah and is known for
his or her Kabbalistic teachings.

¥ Hasidism: In recent centuries, there have been two streams of
Kabbalah study.

* One is represented by the great rabbi born in the year 1720
known as Rabbi Elijah (also known as the Vilna Gaon). He saw
Kabbalah as a subject reserved for study only by the best
students.

* The other is represented by the great rabbi born around the same
time, in 1698, known as Rabbi Israel (also known as the Baal
Shem Tov). The thrust of his teaching was to bring the wisdom
and practice of Kabbalah to the average person, not just to the
elite scholar. This effort is called Hasidism.

In this book, many of the sages that I quote and many of the
Kabbalistic practices that I address come from Hasidism, which is
basically the effort during the last few centuries within Judaism to
bring Kabbalah to the masses. Because Kabbalah For Dummies is an
effort to explain Kabbalah to as many people as possible, it’s filled
with teachings from Hasidism, which is Kabbalah for everyone.

¥ Dates: I don’t use the abbreviations BC and AD to indicate dates
in this book because these designations measure time in relation to
Christian history. Rather, I use BCE, which means “Before the
Common Era” and CE, which means “Common Era.” For example,
the year that Columbus discovered America would be indicated as
1492 CE.

¥ Gender equality: Religious groups throughout history have
defined participatory roles for men and women in a number of ways.
Throughout this book, I’ve tried to approach subjects from a starting
point that assumes that both men and woman can participate in all



Jewish rituals. However, it’s important to note that the Kabbalistic
tradition isn’t gender neutral; it maintains that men and women are
spiritually different. When men and women honor and celebrate these
differences through practices and roles unique to each gender, they
fully realize the deeper spiritual dimension of their lives and the
unique contributions to the world that emanate from these different
spiritual places.

¥ Pronunciation of Hebrew words: Many Hebrew words and
phrases appear throughout this book, and because not everyone’s
familiar with the language, I’ve offered pronunciation help. The
syllable that has the accent is always in italics. But you should be
aware that there are two ways to pronounce many Hebrew words:

» Ashkenazic: This is the Eastern European pronunciation that’s
used in most Orthodox synagogues. An example is Shabbos
(shah-bus; Sabbath), with the accent on the first syllable.

* Sephardic: This is the modern Israeli pronunciation that’s used
in most liberal synagogues in the United States. An example is
Shabbat (shah-baht; Sabbath), with the accent on the second
syllable.

As you can see from the examples, not only are the pronunciations of
the sounds different, but the accented syllable is also different. It isn’t
unusual for someone today to bounce back and forth between
pronunciations. In the traditional Jewish world I’ve live in for the
past 25 years, pronunciation of Hebrew words is generally
Ashkenazic. But the modern Israeli pronunciation also has a great
influence, and some of my pronunciations reflect this. For example, I
sometimes find myself saying both “Shabbos” and “Shabbat” on the
Sabbath, sometimes within mere moments of each other. In this
book, I mostly use the transliteration and pronunciation commonly
used in Israel, but sometimes, especially if it has become common
usage, I give the Ashkenazic pronunciation.

By the way, another example of varied pronunciation is the word
“Kabbalah.” The Ashkenazic pronunciation is kuh-bah-lah, whereas



the modern Israeli pronunciation is kah-bah-lah.

What You'’re Not to Read

If you have the time and inclination to read this book from cover to cover,
by all means, get to it! However, if you’re only looking for the most
helpful, most essential facts and explanations, you can skip the sidebars,
which appear in shaded gray boxes throughout this book. They’re
interesting (I hope!) anecdotes and pieces of information that supplement
the text but aren’t essential for an understanding of the topics being
explored.

Foolish Assumptions

When writing this book, I had to make some assumptions about you, dear
reader. First off, I don’t assume that you’re Jewish, nor do I assume that
you want to be. And although Kabbalah is just as much a spiritual practice
as a spiritual theory, I don’t assume that you want to engage in each and
every practice.

Following are some additional assumptions I’ve made. If you fit into any
of these categories, this book is for you:

¥ You’ve heard about Kabbalah and are curious about it, perhaps
because some showbiz personality has said that he or she is studying
it or because it was a part of your general education but you don’t
have a firm grasp of what it’s all about.

¥’ You want to know more about Kabbalah, whether you’re religious
or not.



¥’ You know little or nothing about Jewish religious practice, which
is really the framework of Kabbalah.

¥ Like so many people, you’ve tried to understand what life is all
about, and you’ve heard that Kabbalah has its own approach to the
big, eternal questions of life.

¥’ You’ve heard about some things that the media claims are part of
Kabbalah (like wearing a red string around your wrist or drinking
Kabbalah water), and you want to know if there’s any truth or
authentic basis to these things.

¥’ You’re a spiritual seeker, and you’ve heard that Kabbalah is a
spiritual approach to life.

¥ You know people who are “into Kabbalah” and you want to
understand them better.

¥ You may or may not be Jewish, but you’re curious about Jews
who call themselves Hasidic, which means they live a religious
lifestyle based on the principles and practices of Kabbalah.

¥’ You’ve been told that Kabbalah is a secret tradition, and you want
to know what the secret is all about.

¥ You’re Jewish but feel that the Judaism you know is lacking in
spirituality — and you’ve been led to believe that Kabbalah is the
spiritual path (and sometimes even called the soul) of Judaism.



How This Book Is Organized

I organized this book so that you can skip around easily. In order to help
you get in, get the information you need, and get out without reading
cover to cover, I divided the book into parts that give you one piece of the
Kabbalah picture at a time.



Part I: So, What’s the Big Secret?
Unmasking Kabbalah

This part provides you with the basics. First, you get an overview of the
entire subject, in particular its major ideas and concepts. Because
Kabbalah has evolved over the centuries and is populated by many key
teachers throughout the ages, a history of Kabbalah is a must. Although
I’ve taken great pains to avoid technical language, Kabbalah, like every
field of study, has its own unique terms and vocabulary. This part
introduces these terms with clear explanations. And because so much
misinformation floats around about Kabbalah, I explore and explain what
Kabbalah isn’t.



Part Il: Cutting to the Core of
Kabbalah

Every worldview, philosophy, and religion has assumptions, and
Kabbalah is no exception. This part presents what I would say are the two
major assumptions at the heart of Kabbalah: The world is in need of
repair, and the human soul is eternal. These two assumptions also have a
connection to each other: The work of the human soul is to use its body to
repair the world. This part explores how Kabbalists participate in repairing
the world as well as the nature and journey of the human soul.



Part lll: Livin’ La Vida Kabbalah

This part puts the theory of Kabbalah into practice. Kabbalah isn’t just an
abstract philosophy, and it isn’t just a system of ideas. Kabbalah is a way
of life. There are things Kabbalists do every day, every week, every year,
and throughout their lives, from birth to death. These acts and others give
expression to the profound and eternal ideas taught by the great sages of
Kabbalah. The chapters in this part cover the major activities, celebrations,
and rituals that make up the life of a Kabbalist.



Part IV: Fine-tuning the Essential
Skills of the Kabbalist

In this part, I define and explore the two almost-constant activities of
Kabbalists: study and prayer. Both activities are expressions of one’s
relationship to God; the study of the holy books of Kabbalah and the
recitation of daily prayers define the ongoing conversation that Kabbalists
have with God. This part concludes with an in-depth look at the
Kabbalistic view of God, known to Kabbalists as the Infinite One.



Part V: The Part of Tens

Every For Dummies book has a Part of Tens. This part consists of
interesting lists people, places, and myths related to Kabbalah. With so
much misinformation floating around about Kabbalah, I take on the ten
biggest myths circulating in books and in the media. I move on to well-
known Kabbalists throughout the ages, of which the cream of the crop are
easily identifiable. Even though the well-known artist, Madonna, whose
work I enjoy and admire, doesn’t belong in such a list, she’s the first
person who comes to mind for many people who know little about
Kabbalah, so I discuss her in this part. And because there are many places
around the globe of particular interest to Kabbalists, this part contains an
enlightening Kabbalistic travelogue. I wrap up this collection of lists with
my top recommendations of Kabbalistic books and authors.



Part VI: Appendixes

Here I've included a few more handy items that didn’t really fit elsewhere
in the book but are important just the same. Appendix A is a list of books
and authors related to Kabbalah, Appendix B is a breakdown of the
important characters in the Torah, and Appendix C is a convenient
glossary of all things Kabbalah.

Icons Used In This Book

All For Dummies books feature icons (little pictures that grab your
attention) in the margins to serve you well. Think of them as road signs
pointing to different kinds of information in the chapters.

& Kabbalistic ideas are often well-documented in holy books, but an
L5
gl f}j’ﬁ essential transmission of Kabbalah moves from teacher to student.
This icon alerts you to specific teachings that I’ve received from my
Kabbalah teachers and that I want to share with you.

o This icon alerts to you concepts, terms, and ideas that are of
.' ﬂ) particular importance. Keep the points marked with this icon in
mind, and you can’t go wrong.

Kabbalah to practice into your daily life. It also points out a good

«‘E s' This icon points out helpful information that you can use to put
way to understand a particular concept.

g This icon highlights pitfalls or misconceptions about Kabbalah. Be
.' > sure to read this information!

This icon highlights instances in which I quote directly from classic



f‘_w"% Kabbalistic sources. These sources are English translations of
\=1=) insights and observations made by some of the greatest sages in
Jewish and, therefore, Kabbalistic history.

Where to Go from Here

The classic books of Kabbalah don’t begin at the beginning; throughout
the ages, students of Kabbalah have jumped into a holy book at any point
and started swimming through it. In fact, when studying a book of
Kabbalah, it often isn’t until the second time around that the reader begins
to really understand the depths of the text. Often, concepts build upon
each other, and it isn’t until a student grasps a certain idea that he or she
can start building ideas upon ideas.

Kabbalah For Dummies works in a similar way — it doesn’t necessarily
begin at the beginning. Like Kabbalists throughout history, why not just
jump in wherever you want to begin? Although I’ve tried to provide a
useful introduction to the entire subject in Chapter 1, you can just look
through the table of contents and pick out something of special interest.
For example, if you’ve studied Eastern religions, you know that
reincarnation is a fundamental notion, and so you may be interested in the
Kabbalistic take on the topic in Chapter 7.

Bob Dylan once wrote the lyric that he doesn’t want to learn something
that he has to “unlearn.” Unfortunately, many false notions and half truths
about Kabbalah circulate these days, so you may want to first clean the
slate and “unlearn” what you’ve heard by turning to Chapter 2, which tells
you what Kabbalah isn’t. And you may want to supplement that
information with Chapter 17’s take on myths about studying Kabbalah.

But wherever you begin, get ready to enter a profound worldview that has



inspired and sustained countless spiritual seekers since time immemorial.



Part |

So, What’s the Big Secret?
Unmasking Kabbalah



The Sth Wave By Rich Tennant
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m thinking of taking a spiritual journey,
but T want to make sure T look right
for the trip.”

In this part...



Sometimes it’s essential to find out what a topic isn’t before finding out

what it is. Without a doubt, a lot of misconceptions are floating around
about Kabbalah; some have been misleading people for centuries, and
others have popped up more recently. To help you start to really
understand Kabbalah and what makes Kabbalists tick, this part lets you
get some fundamentals under your belt, look back at the history of
Kabbalah, and sweep away some of the big myths that are just downright
distracting.



Chapter 1
What Is Kabbalah?

In This Chapter
Understanding Kabbalah as a part of Judaism

Delving into some of the major Kabbalistic ideas
Explaining the rules of Kabbalah study

Choosing among different Kabbalah movements

Kabbalah is the part of Judaism that deals with the understanding of

God, Creation, the relationship between God and God’s Creation, and the
nature and way of the soul. Kabbalah is concerned with questions of good
and evil, death and the afterlife, and the spiritual aspects of existence. It’s
often described as Jewish mysticism, but it goes far beyond the mystical
aspects of Judaism. Kabbalah is central to Jewish belief and its spiritual
practices.

Contrary to popular belief, Kabbalah isn’t a book. I’ve heard that common
misconception time and time again. When I worked in a bookstore years
ago, when I was a librarian, and even in recent days, I’ve been asked if
there are any good translations of the book “Kabbalah.” Some people
think that just like you can study the Bible, you can study the book of
Kabbalah. It’s not a book, but its moral, spiritual, and ethical teachings
can be found in the great spiritual books of the Jewish people.

In this chapter, I define the word “Kabbalah,” allow you to get some of
Kabbalah’s key concepts under your belt, and explore some of the ways



people today are into the subject. But perhaps the most important point
that this chapter establishes, and that this book is about, is that Kabbalah is
best understood by doing Kabbalah, not just reading about it.

Getting to Know Kabbalah, “The
Received Tradition”

The word “Kabbalah,” like every Hebrew word, is based on a root. The
root usually consists of three Hebrew letters that serve as the basis for
many words. Each root has a primary meaning; the meaning of the root of
“Kabbalah” is “to receive.”

What is the person who’s engaged in the study of Kabbalah receiving?
The answer is both simple and, in a sense, impossible. Kabbalists receive
knowledge of God and guidance for living.

Taking the root meaning a step further, the word “Kabbalah” also means
“the received tradition.” I once asked one of my teachers how to perform a
certain ritual. When he explained it to me, I told him that I had heard that
it was done differently. He replied, “You can do it the other way too, but
the way I do it is the way my teacher taught me. That’s my Kabbalah!”

o2 In order to receive the tradition of Kabbalah, one must open himself
[ and make room within himself so that he’s able to receive the
= teachings.

Is Kabbalah Jewish mysticism?
The biggest myth about Kabbalah, and one that has remarkably
snuck into the definition of Kabbalah by most writers and
teachers who look at Kabbalah from the outside, not the inside, is




that Kabbalah is Jewish mysticism. As Professor Joseph Dan,
one of the world’s leading authorities on Kabbalah explains, until
the 19th century there were no “Jewish mystics.”

The term “mysticism” isn’t even a part of Jewish culture or
language. The term mysticism was borrowed from a term found
in Christian thought, that of unio mystica, the mystical union with
God. Some scholars thought that some of the central ideas of
Kabbalah were parallel to this Christian notion, and so the term
“Jewish mysticism” evolved and attached itself to Kabbalah.

For example, one of the primary uses of the term “mysticism” is
that it describes notions and experiences that can’'t be put into
words or language. Because Kabbalah stresses that, ultimately,
God can't be described, the use of the term “mysticism” became
a common one. Mysticism is also used when referring to
experiences that are beyond the senses. Here too, because
Kabbalah often deals with matters of faith, it seems to be useful
to say that Kabbalah is “Jewish mysticism.” In this book, | barely
use the term “mysticism” because the Kabbalistic literature itself
never uses it.

Kabbalah is Jewish theology

In a real sense, the history of Kabbalah is the history of Judaism — the
two can’t be separated. Throughout the centuries, the greatest sages of
Judaism have been serious students of Kabbalah. You may be wondering,
“If Kabbalah and Judaism are part of the same thing, what’s the difference
between them? Why is there even a need for the word ‘Kabbalah,’ let
alone a book about Kabbalah? Why isn’t Kabbalah For Dummies simply
a book about Judaism?”

Throughout this chapter, I explore the idea that Kabbalah is a theological



process central to Judaism. That is, Kabbalah is the way in which Jewish
tradition tries to grasp the Infinite and tries to communicate to each
generation the ways that the sages have understood that human life — in
relation to the creator — should be lived.

Asking life’s ultimate questions

Kabbalah is concerned with life’s ultimate questions. For example, when I
look at the world, I see so much suffering of all kinds, and I’'m left to
wonder why God would have created a world with so much suffering. It
often seems that good people suffer and that, too often, people who do evil
thrive. The tradition within Judaism that deals with such issues and
questions is Kabbalistic tradition.

When people come to realize that life is really a temporary journey and
that life can end in a painful and difficult way, they’re prompted to ask
what this life is all about and wonder how this seemingly crazy design
makes any sense. Kabbalah is the part of Jewish existence and belief that
ponders such questions and offers answers to such immense riddles (see
Chapters 5 and 6 for more about this).

Taking on the spiritual level of existence

Kabbalah is that part of Judaism that explores the nature of life and the
soul and the meaning of human existence. It comes into play when people
begin to perceive that they aren’t just flesh and blood but seem to have a
spirit, a spark of life, an aspect that rocks and minerals don’t have.
Kabbalists detect that the human experience may be profoundly different
from that of plants and animals thanks to free will and one’s
consciousness of oneself. Kabbalists also realize that, as humans, they not
only have bodies that are temporary but also have souls that have a greater



longevity than physical things.

Kabbalah tries to perceive the metaphysics of life and tries to teach people
how to use the spiritual forces that exist and how to use them wisely.
Kabbalists notice that life and human existence seem to contain some
working metaphysical principles, in which some things seem good and
healthy while others seem bad and destructive, and in which some things
seem to lift humans to sublime heights while others seem to degrade
human lives.

Studying Kabbalah: First do it, then
understand it

s A fundamental principle among those individuals throughout the
'1\ ') centuries who have lived their lives based on the teachings of

Kabbalah is that it’s impossible to grasp these teachings unless you
participate in them.

Take a kiss, for example. You can read about kissing, study scientific
books about kissing, understand all the facial muscles needed to form a
kiss, and even watch Andy Warhol’s film “Kiss,” which has extreme
close-ups of people kissing, but the only real way to know — to truly
know — about kissing is to kiss!

«¥so,  The notion that one can’t have external knowledge of Kabbalah

2f goes back to a famous verse (famous among Kabbalists, that is)

found in the Holy Scriptures, in the book of Exodus. The text
describes Moses reading to the people the teachings that he received
from God on Mount Sinai. Upon hearing the words spoken by
Moses, the people said, “All that the Lord spoke we will do and we
will hear” (Exodus 24:7). Jewish commentators say that this means,
“We will do these things first, and afterwards we will understand
them.”




This approach is contrary to what people normally do; often, one first
learns something and then does it. But not with Kabbalah. To really know
Kabbalah, you have to participate.

Nevertheless, a person who wants to learn about Kabbalah can begin to
study the subject without fully jumping in. But out of respect to the
subject and in order to be true to its teachings, the person has to begin by
acknowledging that studying about Kabbalah without participating in its
teachings has its limitations.

Of course, you could say that about practically any activity. For example,
you could learn quite a bit about playing chess without ever playing the
game itself. But true knowledge of chess, or any subject, requires
participation. Kabbalah takes this phenomenon seriously, and I feel
obligated to make that point clear from the beginning.

Hey, What Are the Big Ideas?

You can’t adequately summarize Kabbalah in a few sentences. On the
contrary, in Kabbalah you have to build ideas, putting them together to
form larger ideas. Comparing Kabbalah to math, first you learn how to
add and subtract; then you learn how to multiply and divide. After that,
you can start learning simple algebra, and then you can go on to advanced
algebra, and so on.

The first, foremost, and central idea of Kabbalah is God. For Kabbalists,
by the way, God is hardly a human idea. In fact, a Kabbalist would say
that humans are an “idea” of God. How to “know” God is the primary
goal of the Kabbalist. On a course of knowing, or trying to know, God are
several key concepts that form the foundation of Jewish theology, known



as Kabbalah.

Why did God create the world?

The question often asked is “Why did God create the world?” The great
sages of Kabbalah point out that God surely didn’t create the world
because God needed the world. To say that God needs something implies
that there’s some deficiency in God, and one of Kabbalistic tradition’s
fundamental notions about God is that God is whole, perfect, flawless, and
in need of nothing. By the way, according to Kabbalah, God didn’t create
the world in one moment and then stop. Rather, Kabbalah teaches that
God continues to create the world every moment. Creation is an ongoing
divine activity. (For more on this topic, check out Chapter 4.)

Why, then, does God create the world? As a gesture of love and because
God wants humans to receive. Kabbalists say that God wants humans to
receive the greatest pleasure possible: knowledge of God.

“Knowledge of God?” you may be asking. “That’s the greatest pleasure?”
The teachings of Kabbalah emphatically declare that indeed the greatest
possible pleasure is to know God — to really know God.

The point of life is getting to know
God, even if it’s impossible

Kabbalah is the system of beliefs, ideas, and actions contained in Jewish
tradition that help people truly know the Divine. If you don’t recognize a
problem at this point, you should. You’ve just collided with a paradox.

Now, Kabbalah is filled with paradoxes. A paradox is a statement that



appears to contradict itself. But a paradox isn’t an absurdity; it can contain
awesome truths. So, the first paradox to consider is the Kabbalistic view
that, although the greatest pleasure is to know God, knowledge of God is
impossible.

Perhaps it’s more accurate to say that complete knowledge of God is
impossible. What Kabbalistic tradition provides are ways to glimpse God,
and even a tiny glimpse contains profound pleasure.

One of Kabbalah’s primary principles is an unbridgeable gap between
God and humans. Although a person can make contact with God,
ultimately this contact can’t take place solely through the efforts of the
person. No matter how hard a person tries, he or she can’t reach God.
Kabbalah teaches that the gap can indeed be crossed, but only by God.
When that gap is crossed, it’s because God reaches out.

It’s all about receiving

God makes the gesture to reach out to a person, and it’s the person’s job to
receive (remember that “Kabbalah” means “to receive”). The rituals,
customs, laws, and activities of the person who lives according to
Kabbalistic tradition are intended to prepare that person to receive God, to
receive knowledge of God, and to receive the greatest possible pleasure.

e Kabbalah is the tradition received from the Jewish sages in order to

(ﬂ) help people perceive and live in the fullness of the presence of God.

You may say, “Knowledge of God isn’t the greatest pleasure.” Some
people think that having lots of money is the greatest pleasure. Others may
think that sex is the greatest pleasure. Still others may feel that fame or
food or any number of things are among the greatest pleasures of life. But



Kabbalah teaches that the most profound source of pleasure is to know
God.

Preparing to know God

How does one prepare to receive the knowledge of God? Many have
taught that the first step is to make room for this knowledge. If one is all
closed down or filled up, then knowledge of God has no way to enter and
no place to reside.

If a person holds on tightly to the ideas and beliefs that he or she currently
has, it’s usually impossible to let new ones in. But the biblical view —
first do and then understand — is a useful approach. There’s no need to do
everything and surely no need to do everything at once, but students of
Kabbalah have found that by participating in a little study, prayer, and
ritual observance, the doors begin to open, and true learning can take
place.

A few more key Kabbalah concepts

The following is a list of other major concepts which require in-depth
study in order to benefit from Kabbalah as a system of daily practices:

¥* God is infinite: Kabbalah understands God to be a perfect,
supreme being who’s infinite and both formless and changeless. You
can find out more about the infinite nature of God in Chapter 16.

¥ Divine contraction: One of the questions that Kabbalah tries to
answer is “If God is infinite, where is there room for God’s
creation?” The Kabbalistic term for the process of God contracting in
order to make room for Creation is tzimtzum (tzim-tzoom). The
Kabbalistic view of creation imagines that God prompted an absence



of the Divine, which resulted in a “space” for creation to happen.

¥ Ten utterances: Kabbalah teaches that God creates the world
through the ten utterances, which form, by their infinite
combinations, all the detail of existence. These ten utterances are also
congruent with another major concept, the ten sefirot (see Chapter 4).

It’s absolutely impossible to study Kabbalah without a grasp of the
ten sefirot. The ten sefirot are ten divine powers or channels or flows
of divine plenty that continuously create and nourish creation. For the
Kabbalist, the mastery of the ten sefirot is a major life task and a
major tool used to connect with God. The ten sefirot flow downward
from God to God’s creation, and human actions send the flow back
“up” to the Divine.

¥ The breaking of the vessels: The Kabbalistic concept of creation
includes shevirat ha-kelim (sheh-vee-raht hah-kay-leem; the
breaking of the vessels). Some refer to it as the great catastrophic
event that occurred when God poured infinite divine light into vessels
that were unable to contain this light (see Chapter 5).

The shards produced by this shattering are the stuff of creation. The
divine light is embedded within every aspect of creation, and the task
of humans is to release the Divine that resides in all of creation
through good deeds, righteous living, and spiritual acts.

¥ Tikkun: Following from the notion of the shattering of the
vessels is the Kabbalistic concept of Tikkun (tee-koon; repair).
Tikkun is the purpose of human existence and the way to come to
know God. Instruction for this repair is found in the Torah and
specifically in the mitzvot, which are guidelines for healthy living
found in the Torah.

¥ Halachah: Halachah (hah-lah-khah; the way to walk) is the sum
of the laws and instruction of the Torah that will make the necessary
repairs. Humans must participate in the repairing of the world and
must learn the proper ways to do so in order to separate good from
evil and



ultimately extinguish the evil that exists in the universe. Every
human being is required to do his or her part in perfecting of the
world (see the chapters in Part IIT).

¥ Mitzvot: A mitzvah (mitz-vah) is a divine commandment, and
“mitzvot” is the plural form of the word. These commandments are
divided into two groups: positive commandments describing what
one is supposed to do, and negative commandments describing what
one is supposed to refrain from doing. For example, giving charity is
a positive commandment; “Do not murder” is a negative
commandment.

Jewish tradition teaches that 613 commandments are found in the
Five Books of Moses. But as it’s taught, this number is deceptive
because there are actually thousands of teachings in Jewish tradition
helping us align with our highest possible selves. All commandments
have two purposes: to make people conscious of God as the one and
only reality and to repair the world. I discuss mitzvot in the chapters
of Part III.

¥ Everything is for the best: One of the most difficult and
profound teachings in all Kabbalistic tradition is the view that
everything that happens is for the best. (What?? Even the Holocaust?
Even the death of an innocent child?) Kabbalists live in a paradox:
On the one hand, people have an obligation to repair the world, to
help relieve suffering, to work to advance medical science, to cure
diseases, to fight evil, and to mourn the dead. On the other hand,
people have an equal obligation to cultivate the belief that ultimately
the world is in God’s hands, God knows what’s happening, and
everything has a purpose beyond anything humans can possibly
imagine. For more on this topic, turn to Chapter 5.

¥ Souls: Kabbalah teaches that humans live in two realms: the
physical world and the spiritual world. Humans are unique in this
way, being the only creatures that partake of both realms. The human
struggle is to make sure that one’s body is the tool or instrument of
the soul. The body should be ruled by the spirit. Kabbalah teaches



that the soul exists before the body, and after the body dies, the soul
continues on its spiritual journeys — sometimes by being
reincarnated into another body in order to have another go at it. I
examine the nature of bodies and souls in Chapter 6 and
reincarnation in Chapter 7.

A Constant Search for God

The first thing Kabbalah students learn about God is that God is beyond
any conception that a person can possibly imagine. As one of my teachers
taught, if you think you grasp God, one thing is certain: You’re wrong. In
a sense, the Kabbalistic definition of God is that which is beyond any
possible human conception.

Nevertheless, Kabbalah teaches that the human task in life is to look for
God, reach out to God, and learn from the great spiritual masters of Jewish
tradition how to undertake the search for God. Ultimately, God makes the
contact with humans, but great importance lies in the human effort and
reaching.

Missing the forest for the trees

Within Judaism are seemingly countless practices and rituals — things to
do and things to refrain from doing. To an outsider, these dos and don’ts
seem almost like a petty list of unrelated commands. In fact, many Jews
alienate themselves from the practices of Judaism because they seem like
such senseless details. But the situation can be compared to looking at
trees: If you get up close to a tree, you see a huge number of little details
and details within details. However, if you focus on the details of just one
tree, you miss the magnificence of the forest.



The laws of Judaism are deeply connected to Kabbalah. The most well-
known and authoritative Code of Jewish Law was complied by one of the
most revered Kabbalists of Jewish history, and many people don’t realize
that every page of the Code of Jewish Law has a Kabbalistic commentary
that spells out the spiritual meaning of each of law.

God is in the detalls

From awakening each morning until falling asleep, through the course of
the day, week, year, and one’s life, the Kabbalistic lifestyle offers
countless opportunities and methods to connect with a consciousness of
God.

The Kabbalist wants to be aware of God at all times. Kabbalah connects a
person to God while eating, working, and doing every other human
activity. The goal is to constantly have God in one’s mind and heart
because God is the center of existence.

A Kabbalist defines his or her life as a relationship with God. All other
relationships, whether they be with friends, partners, parents, children,
neighbors, employers, or even Kabbalah teachers, are seen as temporary.
The only permanent relationship, the only relationship that truly defines
who a person is, is the relationship he or she has with God.

Who Can Study Kabbalah?

Kabbalah is a Jewish tradition. In fact, Kabbalah is Jewish tradition.
Although some have tried to represent Kabbalah as a philosophy or
approach to life that’s independent of Judaism, that simply isn’t accurate.
And it’s not only inaccurate, it’s impossible.



Every great sage of Kabbalah throughout the ages has taught that
Kabbalah and Jewish tradition are part of the same whole. You can
certainly extract ideas from Kabbalistic tradition, separating them from
anything Jewish, but what you’re left holding just isn’t true Kabbalah. Just
as a few Buddhist teachings don’t represent the rich and ancient tradition
of Buddhism, the gathering of a few notions familiar to Kabbalists in past
centuries doesn’t make up the tradition of Kabbalah.

True, some books written by Jewish teachers and even contemporary
rabbis relegate Kabbalah to some fringe of Jewish history. You can find
books written by teachers who aren’t Jewish that claim that Kabbalah isn’t
a specifically Jewish phenomenon. You also can find books and teachers
who claim that one can understand Kabbalah and even be a Kabbalist
without participating in Jewish life, rituals, and celebrations.

But the simple fact is that Kabbalah is the soul of Jewish life. Every great
Kabbalist and authority on Kabbalah for centuries has lived life as a Jew
profoundly involved in Jewish study, Jewish prayer, Jewish ritual, and
Jewish life.

Do you have to be Jewish?

One principle of Kabbalah is that Kabbalah and Jewish law are
inextricably linked. One can’t be a Kabbalist and abandon the guidelines
for a Jewish life. Without that flow of rituals and practices, the container
necessary for the profound insights of Kabbalah is simply missing One
cannot be a Kabbalist and ignore Jewish ritual. To the Kabbalist, Jewish
ritual without Kabbalah is an empty shell, and Kabbalah without Jewish
practice is incomplete and a mere splinter of something whole and
complete.



&2 Of course, you don’t have to be Jewish to study Kabbalah. On the
:\@) contrary, in today’s world, the wisdom of the great spiritual
traditions is, for the first time, universally available. In the past, you
may have been able to find a book here or there or spend some time
with an occasional teacher from a religious or spiritual tradition that
wasn’t your own. But now, books, Web sites, and ease of travel
afford the opportunity to encounter the world’s great religious and
spiritual traditions. There’s certainly nothing wrong with wanting to
nourish oneself at the watering hole of any source of wisdom.

It’s also perfectly fine to borrow an idea or integrate a piece of wisdom
from Kabbalah (or any tradition, for that matter) into your own life. When
someone who isn’t Jewish approaches Kabbalah, expresses an interest in
its wisdom, and even incorporates that wisdom into his or her life, it’s a
natural phenomenon.

But it’s important to know that every great Kabbalist, every important
book on Kabbalah, and every law, ritual, or practice of Kabbalah that
exists comes from Jews who are speaking to Jews. Kabbalah and Judaism
are unlike some religious traditions that teach that everyone needs to
believe what they believe and unlike many spiritual traditions or teachers
who think they have a monopoly on wisdom and truth. Kabbalah is a
legacy of the spiritual tradition of the Jewish people, and central to the
spiritual culture of the Jewish family.

Can an atheist be a Kabbalist?

Although Kabbalah is primarily concerned with the human relationship to
God, there’s nothing inappropriate about someone who’s a nonbeliever, or
even a confirmed atheist, spending time trying to grasp the basic ideas of
Kabbalah.



A well-known statement made to atheists is, “The God that you don’t
believe in, well, I don’t believe in that God either.” In other words, a
person may state that he or she is a nonbeliever, but when a believer
explores just what it is that the nonbeliever doesn’t believe in, the believer
finds that he or she also doesn’t believe in that conception of God.

Some people grow up with an image of God as a man with a beard sitting
on a heavenly throne. Others grow up with an idea of God as an angry,
vengeful, strict dictator who punishes people with fire and brimstone. All
kinds of ideas about God float around; humans are inherently seekers, and
Kabbalists are full-time God seekers. But these conceptions of God all too
often chase people away from God, and result in a wholesale rejection of
the study of religion.

ok, My teacher points out that many people who claim to be atheists are
g @LI really not atheists at all. They simply reject old-fashioned and
~  inaccurate views of God. They may not believe in an angry God or
a vengeful God or the old man on the heavenly throne God, but they
may have more in common with the Kabbalist and his or her beliefs
about the “unknowable God” than they might think (see Chapter 16
for more on God as unknowable).

Different Approaches to the
Study of Kabbalah

Until recently historians, including some Jewish historians, have been
downright hostile to Kabbalah, claiming that it belongs in the folklore
department or as is mere superstition. Some have gone as far as to
completely ignore Kabbalistic tradition in their writings.



What is the Torah?

The answer to that question isn’t simple, but it's surely worth
exploring and is actually crucial to an understanding of Kabbalah
itself.

The Hebrew word “Torah” has the same root as the Hebrew word
hora’ah (hoe-rah-ah; instruction or teaching), and “Torah” is used
in a number of ways.

¥ Torah is the Five Books of Moses, the written revelation that
Moses received from God at Mount Sinai. Although one can find
the text (called the Chumash [choo-mahsh:; five]) today in printed
book form, it most commonly appears in the form of a hand-
written scroll of ink on parchment that's found in the sanctuaries
of synagogues throughout the world.

¥ Torah is the Holy Scriptures of the Jewish people. Outside
of the Jewish world, these Holy Scriptures are sometimes
referred to as the Pentateuch (five books), or the Jewish
Scriptures, and sometimes the term “Old Testament” is used by
those who imply a New Testament has supplanted the original.

¥ Torah is the term used to refer to the entire body of Jewish
spiritual literature, including well-known works such as the
Talmud and the Zohar as well as the thousands of other works
written by Jewish spiritual teachers throughout the centuries. A
seeker who says that he or she is studying Torah may mean the
study of any work of Jewish literature that continues the endless
chain of religious tradition growing out of the original revelation at
Mount Sinai.

¥ Torah is what a Jewish spiritual teacher rooted in tradition
teaches tomorrow. This interpretation of the word “Torah” reflects
the traditional Jewish belief that Torah is timeless, eternal
wisdom.




Throughout the ages, books that have been written by great
sages sooner or later join the chain of Torah literature. These
works don’t become a part of that chain through a vote but rather
by their wide acceptance among the Jewish people in general
and the sages in particular.

In other words, regardless of whether the Zohar was written in
the second century by the Talmudic sage Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai or in the 12th century by Rabbi Moses de Leon, the
important fact is that every Kabbalist who ever lived studies the
Zohar, studies commentaries on the Zohar, and in doing so
connects with the chain of people who recognize the Zohar as an
important Kabbalistic text.

The study of Kabbalah during the past century has been dominated by aca-
demics. (In the 20th century, the academic study of Kabbalah has centered
around the work of Professor Gershom Sholem whose work has
dominated the field for decades.) Academics often focus upon questions
of history, such as “Who wrote this or that book?” or “Who influenced
whom?” In addition, it’s a general opinion that many of the academics
who have studied and written about Kabbalah in recent generations have
done so as scientists (from a secular perspective), not as active participants
in the religious tradition of Judaism. The weakness of this approach, of
course, is that Kabbalah, as I indicate earlier in this chapter, can’t be
adequately understood from the outside.

Traditional Jews generally aren’t as interested in a scientific, scholarly
study of Kabbalah. Rather, for the Kabbalist who is immersed in a
traditional religious life, Kabbalah fits unconditionally into the timeless
unfolding of God’s revelation.

A closer look at the different ways in which Kabbalah is approached



depending one’s bias can be illustrated by the question, “Who wrote the
Zohar?” The Zohar, which I cover in Chapter 13, is probably the most
well-known and important book of Kabbalistic teachings. Here are three
different approaches to answering that question:

¥ Traditionalists claim that the Zohar was written by Rabbi Shimon
bar Yochai, a sage who lived in the second century and who’s said to
have written the book during the 13 years he spent in a cave hiding
from the Romans. Many centuries of Kabbalists have accepted this
view that the Zohar was written by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.

¥ Academic scholars say that the Zohar was written by Rabbi Moses
de Leon in the 12th century. These scholars compare the writing style
of the Zohar to other writing of Rabbi Moses de Leon and use
additional academic tools to draw their conclusions. They reject the
traditionalist approach.

¥’ Mainly in the traditionalist camp but with a slightly different
approach are those who don’t care about questions of history too
much and don’t really know whether the author of the Zohar was
Rabbi Moses de Leon or Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai or someone else.
People who follow this approach simply join the countless students
of Kabbalah throughout the centuries who study the Zohar without
questioning its source and participate in a Kabbalistic exploration of
life.

The study of Kabbalah is the study of timeless and eternal wisdom.
Kabbalah is grounded in a part of a more general notion that Kabbalists
call Torah (in the sense that a generic meaning of the word Torah is
“instruction.” As long as there has been a notion of Kabbalah, there has
been “the study of Torah.” Basically, anyone who is studying Kabbalah is
actually a student of Torah and, in fact, would be more apt to state that he
or she is a student of Torah than a student of Kabbalah.



Picking a Kabbalah that Works
for You

In the year 70 CE, a cataclysm of vast proportions occurred in Jewish
history. The destruction of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem by the Roman
Empire still reverberates in Jewish life today. One of the results of this
terrible event was the end of any central authority among the Jewish
people.

With the destruction of the Temple came the end of the highest court in
Jewish life, the Sanhedrin. This court, which was similar to the Supreme
Court of the United States but with far more authority, decided major
issues for the Jewish community worldwide. Among its powers was the
authority to ordain rabbis. Since the fall of the Sanhedrin, there has been
no accepted singular authority within Jewish life.

As a result, controversies within Jewish communal life went unresolved,
splits occurred, differences of opinion and differing approaches
proliferated, and significant disagreements on all kinds of matters arose.
For example, Jewish life in the United States today contains four different
movements representing, in some cases, vastly different beliefs.

Not only does Judaism have four major movements — Orthodox,
Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Reform — but each movement is
divided into different divisions. For instance, within the Orthodox world,
one finds Hasidic Jews and non-Hasidic Jews. And the newest movement
within Jewish life, Jewish Renewal, defines itself in part as a worldwide,
transdenominational movement grounded in Judaism’s prophetic and
mystical traditions.



Note: In this book, I draw heavily upon Hasidism because the Hasidic
movement has been, for the past few centuries, the great popularizer of
Kabbalah and because it is within the Hasidic world today that the most
complete form of Kabbalah is practiced. In addition, Hasidism is the most
rapidly growing movement in the Jewish world, and its influence on all
the other movements is clear and significant. While Hasidism is a major
influence on the other movements, the opposite is not true: Hasidism is
not being influenced by the other movements.

Today, those who want to pursue the study of Kabbalah have many
options available.

s A person who wants to study Kabbalah need not become a member

| of the Hasidic community or the Jewish Renewal world or pursue
o the offerings of the Kabbalah Centre or a university course. Many
available books written for laypeople and scholars can contribute to a
deep understanding of the Kabbalistic way. Nothing, however, is
better than locating an authentic teacher (see Chapter 14) and
becoming a student of both the theory and practice of Kabbalah.

Hasidism

Founded by Rabbi Israel (known as the Baal Shem Tov; see Chapter 18)
in the early 18th century, Hasidism (khah -sid-ism) is a movement within
Jewish life that seeks to bring the wisdom of Kabbalah to the masses. (The
word “hasid” means pious one.) Hasidism began with its leader and his
disciples, but over the generations, the movement has splintered into many
Hasidic groups, each led by a leader known as a rebbe (reh -bee; spiritual

mentor).

Usually, when a rebbe dies, his son, son-in-law, or another person selected
by the rebbe or the community to succeed him becomes the spiritual guide



of the group. Today, many Hasidic groups have headquarters or branches
throughout the world, but many are found in Israel and New York City.

The Hasidic group most open to and even encouraging of newcomers is
commonly known as either Chabad (khah-bahd ), which is an acronym of
three important terms in Kabbalah (see Chapter 3) or Lubavitch (loo-bah
-vitch), after the town in Russia where the movement flowered
generations ago. The lifestyles, practices, rituals, and beliefs of Chasidim
today most resemble those of Kabbalists throughout the centuries.

Orthodox (non-Hasidic) Judaism

Whereas Kabbalah is openly studied in Hasidic communities, many
people mistakenly think that non-Hasidic Orthodox Jews don’t study
Kabbalah. Actually, the average Orthodox Jew is discouraged from
serious study of Kabbalah, but the most brilliant students usually are
encouraged to delve into the teachings of Kabbalah. Regardless, most
Orthodox Jews participate in many Kabbalistic rituals even though they
may be unaware that the rituals originated among Kabbalists. More
important, essentially, the basic theology accepted by Orthodox Jews is
Kabbalah, although again many Orthodox Jews are unaware of its
Kabbalistic roots.

Jewish Renewal

Jewish Renewal was founded in 1962 by Rabbi Zalman Schachter-
Shalomi (also known as Reb Zalman), a traditionally trained Chasidic
rabbi, and led by an organization called the Aleph Alliance for Jewish
Renewal.



At the heart of Jewish Renewal is the notion that the generation following
the destruction of European Jewry, when one out of every three Jews in
the world was murdered during the Holocaust, is a rebuilding generation.
One way to rebuild, of course, is to mimic the old ways and try to
duplicate what was lost. This approach has been referred to as restorative.

Reb Zalman’s approach to rebuilding is a radical one: Rather than restore
Judaism to the old ways, he suggested a renewal of Judaism. That is, he
called for a Judaism that understands the essences of the timeless
teachings and is willing to find new forms of expression for those
teachings in a language and style that fits with more modern sensibilities.
One major trend in Jewish Renewal, for example, is egalitarianism, in
which gender roles are obliterated and both genders have equal access to
communal roles and ritual practices.

The Aleph Alliance for Jewish Renewal describes itself as the core
institution in the Jewish Renewal movement. In addition to its
publications, conferences, and classes, Aleph trains and ordains Jewish
Renewal rabbis, cantors and Rabbinic pastors many of whom draw
heavily upon Kabbalistic teachings. Although the vast majority of its
members as well as those who affiliate with Jewish Renewal in one way
or another (taking classes, attending conferences, reading its literature, and
so on.) don’t not lead traditional Jewish lifestyles and aren’t usually
participating in the formal requirements of Jewish law, many individuals
who are connected in one way or another with Jewish Renewal find
themselves increasingly involved with traditional Jewish practices normal
to the life of a traditional Kabbalist.

Jewish Renewal has inspired many gifted teachers and has ordained many
Jewish Renewal rabbis who are devoted to grasping the teachings of
Kabbalah and integrating these teachings into their lives and the lives of



their students. Dozens of Jewish Renewal communities of varying sizes
and levels of Jewish observance exist throughout the world.

The Kabbalah Centre

The Kabbalah Centre was founded in 1969 by Rabbi Philip Berg, author
of many introductory books on Kabbalah, and his wife Karen.

Drawing upon the wisdom of Kabbalah, the Kabbalah Centre and its
teachers have generated a program of publishing and classes that urge
Jews and others to drink from the waters of Kabbalistic tradition.

The Kabbalah Centre has received much publicity in recent years, due in
large part to several high-profile celebrities (most notably the singer and
actress Madonna) who have affiliated with the Kabbalah Centre and allow
it to be known that they are students of Rabbi Berg and his disciples.

University and general study

Most major universities have Jewish studies departments, and an
increasing number of those departments offer courses in Kabbalah. Of
course, these classes are directed at neither the believer nor the
practitioner. As I explain earlier in this chapter, from a Kabbalistic
viewpoint, the limitation of an academic study of Kabbalah is that
Kabbalah is bound up in the practice of Kabbalah.

Nevertheless, many excellent scholars have written books on various
aspects of Kabbalah that surely aid the sincere student in an understanding
of what Kabbalah is all about. Notable among these scholars are Joseph
Dan and Moshe Idel, each of whom have contributed tremendous
understanding of Kabbalah to those who dedicate themselves to studying



their work.



Chapter 2

Magic, Mishegas, and Other
Things that Kabbalah Isn’t

In This Chapter

Separating out fact from fiction

Staying alert to less-than-qualified Kabbalah teachers

I once attended a Jewish history lecture, and the speaker said, “Kabbalah

is just mishegas” (pronounced mih-shih-gahs; a Yiddish word for
craziness). But Kabbalah has gotten a bad rap, starting with the word
“Kabbalah” itself. The English word “cabal” comes from the word
“Kabbalah” and is defined as a secret clique that seeks power usually
through intrigue. The word “cabal,” by the way, was popularized in
England around 1673 as a handy acronym for five ministers of King
Charles II (Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley, and Lauderdale)
who were seen as a threat to the power of the throne and the monarchy. So
for centuries, the word “cabal” has influenced the popular image of
Kabbalah; people often think of Kabbalah as some kind of secretive
philosophy of the Jews, but there’s really no truth to that.

More people have learned about the word “Kabbalah” in the last few years
than ever before, thanks in part to various famous personalities who’ve
taken up the study of Kabbalah, but that doesn’t mean that everything you
hear about Kabbalah is true. In this chapter, I explain what Kabbalah isn’t
as a way of clarifying what it actually is.



Setting the Record Straight

Kabbalah has been misunderstood and distorted over the years for many
reasons, including the following:

¥ Until the 1700s, Kabbalah was mainly studied by a few elite
scholars. Everyone else had to speculate about it.

¥ Beginning in the 1500s, Christian scholars borrowed certain
concepts and terms from Kabbalah and superimposed Christian
theology onto it, resulting in what’s often referred to as Christian
Cabala.

¥ The study of alchemy borrowed some concepts from Kabbalah.
As alchemy received its share of criticism and skepticism, so did
Kabbalah.

¥ As with the sciences in general, there is a risk when a pure science
is popularized. The popularization of most subjects usually ends up
with lots of distortions.

¥ Kabbalah speculates about metaphysical rather than physical
matters, and metaphysical matters are often rejected and scorned by
rationalists. Many modern, so-called “rational” thinkers are
embarrassed by such speculations.

So with all these factors contributing to the misunderstanding of
Kabbalah, I want to take some time to set the record straight (or a least set
it straighter) on what Kabbalah is and what it isn’t.

The long way is shorter
Some people prefer to go to Kabbalistic texts to grab at esoteric,
practical techniques in order to get a quick spiritual fix, while
avoiding the demanding disciplines and commitments that
authentic Kabbalah requires. This distortion has resulted in many




people thinking that Kabbalah is really all about magic, prolonged
sessions of silent meditation, chanting Hebrew words for long
periods of time, and wearing good luck charms. These
techniques certainly aren’t nonexistent in Jewish history, but if
you want to learn about Kabbalah, they are the wrong places to
look to build a foundation for your spiritual practice.

Many masters of Kabbalah have pointed to a profound teaching
that is found in the Talmud that “the short way is longer” and “the
long way is shorter.” In other words, when you want to take a
shortcut, you often get lost. But the tried and true long way
actually ends up being shorter than the short way. Too many
modern seekers hope for a shortcut and never really get on the
Kabbalistic path. It's my hope that this book will serve you well
and will provide a strong foundation if you want to further your
study of Kabbalah.

What Kabbalah isn’t

Because you’re going to be dealing with the “isn’t” part of Kabbalah more
often than not, at least at first, you need to know the following:
¥ Kabbalah isn’t pop psychology or New Age philosophy.

¥* Kabbalah isn’t superstition, a collection of secret formulas, or a
bunch of mystical incantations.

¥ Kabbalah isn’t a fad. Though it may seem like one because of the
sudden rise in popularity and exposure, it’s actually been around and
developing for thousands of years.

¥ Kabbalah isn’t an easy path to the eternal bliss or enlightenment.

What Kabbalah is



Now that you have a better understand of what Kabbalah isn’t, it’s
probably a good time to summarize what Kabbalah is. Kabbalah is
¥ The theology of the Jewish people

¥ The study of the ways the great sages of Judaism understand how
the universe works

¥ An exploration of the most profound wisdom of Jewish tradition

¥ The abstract understanding of the meaning and purpose of life
according to Jewish tradition

¥ The Jewish speculations about God and God’s relationship with
Creation

¥ The abstract underpinning of Jewish law

¥ The explanations of the meaning and purpose of Jewish ritual
practice

¥ The study the Jewish tradition that describes the building blocks
of creation

¥* The Jewish study of the unseen laws that govern the universe

¥ The Jewish understanding of the structure and workings of the
human soul

Trying to Figure Out Who’s Legit
and Who's Not

In the world of Kabbalah, there are individuals and groups who represent
themselves as teachers of Kabbalah but whose authenticity and motives
are questionable. Kabbalah has drifted into the hands of some of the snake
oil peddlers of the world because Kabbalah has been distorted into a



quick-fix technique. A quick and easy road to enlightenment is a perfect
commodity for charlatans to try to sell. Separating legitimate students and
teachers from the rest isn’t an easy task, but allow me to try to give you
some advice and guidance.

In the long run, I believe that providing you with some advice for how to
go about making your own evaluation of Kabbalists is more useful that
rattling off a list of names I do or don’t endorse. The following points are
actually based on the advice of one of my teachers. Here’s what to look
for and what to avoid. A teacher should have

¥ A broad and deep knowledge of the subject

¥’ Humility and the ability to say “I don’t know.” (My teacher taught
me to run away quickly when a teacher seems to know every answer
to every question.) Sometimes the best teachers are reluctant
teachers, and the converse is also often true: A teacher who is too
eager to teach may have questionable motives like ego needs and the
lust for power and authority. I believe that any evidence to the
contrary be a real red flag for a seeker looking for a Kabbalah
teacher.

¥ Generosity, which, for a teacher, is the love of giving and sharing

¥ Empathy, which is the ability to reach students on various
different levels. There is a traditional title for a certain kind of Jewish
teacher known as the Maggid (mah-geed), which is often translated
as storyteller. The title is actually reserved for the teacher and
storyteller who is able to reach students with differing levels of
knowledge and understand at the same time. A Maggid can teach a
class and everyone, regardless of his or her level, thinks that the
teacher is directing the lesson to him or her.

¥ Insight, not just information. It’s easy to think that a teacher who
knows Hebrew, for example, or who knows a lot of terms that are
unfamiliar is a master of the subject.



swe  Beware of people who like to put others down. One of the great
.@ Kabbalists of the 20th century, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, who
- was also the first Chief Rabbi of modern Israel, warned that there
are two ways for people to raise themselves up: to actually work hard
(the only way) or to put down those around them (the reprehensible
way). Also beware of the teacher who thinks that he or she has a

monopoly on wisdom.

@22 One doesn’t have to be an expert in order to be a teacher. On the
i:\ L contrary, everyone has the responsibility to share what they know
= with others. Sometimes, one little piece of wisdom can change

someone’s entire life, but it’s also true that one could take a class
from a leading scholar and sit for hours, if not weeks, without picking
up a thing. A Kabbalist is seeker, and the true seeker looks for
wisdom everywhere. (For more on finding a good Kabbalah teacher,
flip to Chapter 14.)

An unlikely teacher

For a number of years, | visited New York City’s Central Park
regularly and would sit for hours by the small lake near the Hans
Christian Andersen statues. At the time, it was a relatively quiet
part of the park and therefore ideal for peaceful meditation and
contemplation. One day, | noticed a man nearby engaged in
needlepoint. He created remarkable tapestries based on classic
and well-known paintings, and he did it all freehand. People
wandered by in awe of this man’s gift and the exquisite items that
he made. He was a street person who wore tattered clothes and
spent his nights in doorways around the city. His skin hung on
thin bones, and he clearly looked like he had weathered many
unsheltered days and nights. | often heard people offering to
purchase his creations, but he always refused, explaining that he
had made a promise never to sell any of his work but rather to
give it all to a local church that often provided him with food,
clothing, and other necessities.




| would sit next to this man and watch him work, supplying him
with silk thread and even visiting Chinatown to buy him dozens of
spools of thread of all thicknesses and shades of color.

| mention him because he was, in my opinion, one of the wisest
and most brilliant people I've ever encountered. He didn’t look the
part, but almost everything he said, whether to me or to
passersby, was deep and profound and wise. He had no degrees
or credentials, and he didn’t even have a roof over his head, and
yet somehow he was one of the most special souls I've ever met.
He didn’t write articles or books, and he wasn't affiliated with any
institution, but he taught his class each day on that park bench to
anyone fortunate enough to discover him and quiet down enough
to hear his words.




Chapter 3

Looking Back: A Brief History of
Kabbalah

In This Chapter
Revealing Kabbalah’s roots in the Bible
Getting to know history’s greatest Kabbalists

Understanding the way Kabbalah manifests in modern times

There’s no beginning when it comes to the history of Kabbalah. As the

tradition teaches, “Nine hundred and seventy-four generations before the
world was created, the Torah had already been written.” And as the Zohar
teaches, “God looked into the Torah and created the world.”

Kabbalah is the deepest level of Torah, which is the spiritual way of
Judaism; it’s the theology that holds up the entire spiritual tradition of
Judaism. Put simply, Kabbalah is the heart and soul of Judaism.

Although Kabbalah doesn’t have a beginning, one can trace its path
through history starting with the book of books, the Holy Scriptures, and
beginning with the opening chapters, which introduce the first human.
Many biblical figures have great significance in the history of Kabbalah.
In this chapter, the first thing I do is focus on the most important ones in
the history of Kabbalah: Adam, Abraham, and Moses.

When the Holy Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in the first decades of
the first millennia CE, an important event that followed was the writing of



the Talmud and other Rabbinic texts. This chapter introduces you to the
two most important Kabbalists in the Rabbinic period: Rabbi Akiva, the
extraordinary sage in the Talmud, and Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai,
traditionally thought of as the author of the Zohar.

After the Rabbinic period, which ended about 500 CE, the next significant
development in the history of Kabbalah was the 13th-century revelation of
the Zohar, the great Kabbalistic text of Judaism. And then, a few centuries
later, the brief life of the greatest Kabbalist of all time, Rabbi Isaac Luria
(the Ari), changed the course of Kabbalah and Judaism forever.

In this chapter, you also meet the infamous Kabbalist, Shabtai Tzvi, whose
reputation went from the greatest heights down to the depths, and you
delve into the Hasidic movement, the great revival that brought Kabbalah
to Jews everywhere. Finally, I tell you where Kabbalah is happening right
at this moment.

Note: Many outstanding figures in addition to the ones I focus on in this
chapter make up the history of Kabbalah. Knowledge of Kabbalah has
been spread by so many outstanding scholars throughout history, such as
Rabbi Judah, known as the Maharal of Prague (1512-1609), Rabbi Isaiah
Horowitz (1565-1630), Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto (1707-1746), and
Rabbi Elijah the Gaon of Vilna (1720-1797), to name a few.

Kabbalists in the Bible

There are many biblical figures who are profoundly important to the
history of Jewish spiritual thought and therefore to Kabbalah. Abraham’s
grandson, Jacob, for example, wrestles with an angel and becomes
“Israel.” And King David writes most of the book of Psalms and, in doing



so, reveals his extraordinary personal relationship with God.

But Adam, Abraham, and Moses occupy the top three Kabbalistic spots
when I look at the biblical period. Adam represents every person;
Abraham is such an amazing visionary that he became a central figure in
three world religions; and Moses is regarded in Jewish tradition as the
greatest teacher who ever lived and who reached greater intimacy with
God than anyone before or since.

Adam: First man, first Kabbalist

Adam, the Bible’s first human, is also considered to be the first Kabbalist.
Kabbalists have a traditional belief that a book containing the wisdom of
Kabbalah was delivered by an angel to Adam.

Adam is significant to Kabbalists for another reason. Many Kabbalists
have tended to focus on a few specific areas of the Torah more than
others, and one of those areas is the story of creation in the book of
Genesis. Kabbalists analyze each and every detail of the story — not only
the words but also the letters that make up the words that tell the story of
God’s creation of the world and Adam and Eve. For Kabbalists, the tale of
Adam and Eve is emblematic of human life, and the deepest mysteries of
creation and the human situation are contained within the details of the
language of the Torah.

Kabbalists are particularly interested in

¥ The significance of the notion that Adam was split in two to
create male and female: In Kabbalistic tradition, the institution of
marriage is seen as the primary cell of social existence; in deeper,
more spiritual terms, marriage is seen as a holy act in which two
halves come together to make one whole. This basic and sacred



combination of male and female was designed by God and has the
ability to produce life. The profound relationship between left and
right and the principle of two halves forming a whole are major
topics in an understanding of the ten sefirot (see Chapter 4). That
male and female come together to form one whole unit is a basic
principle of life itself for the Kabbalist.

¥ Adam’s relationship to the trees in the garden, planted by God
and described in some detail: Early in the book of Genesis is the
story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. The garden, says the
text, had many trees, most notably the Tree of Life, which was in the
middle of the garden, and the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.
Kabbalists study these details and the stories that contain them in an
effort to understand some of the most profound principles of life.
What is evil? What is temptation? How can one overcome
temptation? What is the relationship between free will and
temptation? One theme found in the teachings of many Kabbalists
that’s reflected in the biblical verses about Adam in the garden is
this: Sometimes eating from the tree of knowledge actually has the
reverse effect and knowledge actually gets in the way of true
knowing.

¥* Adam’s relationship to the snake in the Garden of Eden: The
snake, known in Hebrew as nochosh (noh-khosh), is often seen as a
symbol of the evil inclination, the tempter, and is sometimes even
referred to as the suhtun (suh-ton), from which the word “Satan”
comes. In the Torah, the snake’s punishment is having to eat the dust
of the earth forever. Kabbalists sometimes interpret dust as the sins of
humans, implying that evil in the world is fed by the misdeeds that
humans commit. Kabbalists believe that evil isn’t something that
lives on its own, but rather they view evil as a parasite that lives off
of the errors of humankind.

e Kabbalistic tradition views Adam as a unique entity. He isn’t just
Ii l) the biological ancestor of all humans; he’s also the spiritual
N . . . .
ancestor. Kabbalists believe that the soul in each person is really a
fragment of one great soul — that of Adam, known among



Kabbalists as Adam HaRishon (ah -dum hah-ree -shone, the first
human.) Another Kabbalistic term, Adam Kadmeon (ah -dum kahd -
mun), is also frequently used and is translated as Primordial Man, the
first being that ever emerged from creation. (For more on Adam, see
Chapter 18.)

Appreciating Abraham and his
Kabbalistic contributions

The patriarch Abraham lived approximately 4,000 years ago. Abraham
taught and reminded the world that there is a God and that God is One.
This view of God is essential to the Kabbalist, who doesn’t believe that
any human being is or could be a God, nor does a Kabbalist see the world
as created, controlled, or influenced by a number of gods. Kabbalists
believe in a fundamental oneness, a holy “one” that’s unique, that’s
different from any other oneness, and is beyond human grasp and the
source of all things.

Abraham’s teachings had far-reaching influence; both Christian and
Islamic traditions also look to the teachings and lineage of Abraham.

What did Abraham do for Kabbalah?

Kabbalistic tradition holds that Abraham wrote one of the fundamental
books of Kabbalah, Sefer Yetzirah (say -fehr yih-tzee -rah; the Book of
Formation). Abraham is also the source of many profound teachings
contained in the legends, stories, and laws that have been passed down
through the generations and were ultimately revealed by Moses in the
form of the written Torah and the Oral Tradition.

So did Abraham actually write Sefer Yetzirah? Did he truly receive a



Kabbalistic tradition from Adam and then pass it on to his children and
grandchildren and their descendents? For the Kabbalist, the answer is
surely “yes.” And remember, that on the most profound level, Kabbalists
live in the eternal present. In fact, serious Kabbalists throughout the
centuries experienced the patriarch Abraham not as a myth or even as an
historical figure but rather as a being in the eternal present. A tangible
example of this belief is the holiday of Sukkot (sue-coat; see Chapter 11),
when one of the fundamental rituals is inviting Abraham and other
ancestors to sit with the Kabbalist and to study the Torah and break bread
with him or her.

Abraham = Lovingkindness
Abraham represents Chesed, one of the ten sefirot (see Chapter
4). Abraham is the individual in Kabbalistic tradition who best
represents the qualities of Chesed: lovingkindness, hospitality,
generosity, affection, openness, and expansiveness. In today’s
Kabbalistic circles, a complimentary way to describe someone is
as a ba’al chesed (bahl keh-sed; a master of Chesed, an expert
at lovingkindness).

Abraham'’s reputation and ongoing importance

Abraham is well known among Kabbalists as a man who experienced ten
severe and bitter trials. One of the questions that Kabbalists confront is the
question of why there’s so much suffering in the world, and Abraham is
emblematic of such suffering. The ten trials of Abraham are symbolic of
the trials that all people face in life.

Kabbalah scholars have long poured over the details of Abraham’s life as
recorded in the Torah as well as other Rabbinic literature. For example,
one episode in the Torah describes the command that Abraham received



from God to sacrifice his son Isaac on an altar on a mountain. This story,
known as the Binding of Isaac, takes on profound meaning when studied
through a Kabbalistic lens. Kabbalists have written about the Binding of
Isaac as a deep exploration of two of the fundamental forces in the
universe: Chesed (loving-kindness) and Gevurah (restraint) (see Chapter
4). For the Kabbalist, the entire Bible has many layers of meaning, but
because Abraham represents one of the fundamental forces in the
universe, he gets particularly close examination when Kabbalists pour
over the holy books.

Moses: The greatest teacher who ever
lived

Moses lived approximately 3,400 years ago. Kabbalists consider him the
greatest prophet and teacher who ever lived as well as the humblest of
men.

It’s generally believed that the mystical-esoteric tradition that came to be
called Kabbalah has its roots in the transmission of wisdom that begins
with Adam and works its way on to Abraham and then on to the
generation of Moses. But when the Children of Israel arrived at Mount
Sinai, Moses ascended and received a unique and great transmission from
the Divine that ultimately included all human knowledge, including all the
details of Kabbalistic tradition.

Receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai

Moses is probably most famous for leading the Children of Israel out of
slavery in Egypt, through the desert for 40 years, and eventually into the
Promised Land. However, another important story sheds additional light



on why Moses is so important to Kabbalah.

The story, as recorded in the Talmud, describes Moses going up Mount
Sinai and finding God in the midst of writing the Torah. Moses looked at
the scroll that God was writing and saw many things that he couldn’t
understand. God told him that one day a great man named Rabbi Akiva
would understand all the things that Moses couldn’t understand and would
be able to teach these things to his students. As the story goes, Moses
asked God if he could meet Rabbi Akiva. God asked Moses to turn
around, and suddenly Moses found himself sitting in Rabbi Akiva’s
classroom.

As Moses sat in Rabbi Akiva’s classroom many centuries later, he found
that he couldn’t understand what the teacher was teaching. One student
asked, “From whom do we learn these secret traditions found in the Torah
scroll?” To Moses’s astonishment, Rabbi Akiva replied, “We received
these secret traditions from Moses, who received them at Mount Sinai.

This sense of history, that in some inexplicable way everyone can live in
the eternal present, transforms Moses from a man who lived in one era of
history into one with whom Kabbalists can live in the eternal present. For
the serious Kabbalist, the voice of Moses spoken both through the text he
left in the Five Books of Moses and in the countless Oral Traditions that
Kabbalists recognize as coming through him at Mount Sinai is part of the
tradition that existed before the world began.

An ancient text known as the Sayings of the Fathers can be found in every
traditional prayer book and is traditionally read during the afternoon of the
Sabbath each week. The opening words of the text are Moshe kibel
Torah mi’Sinai (moe -sheh kee -bail toe -rah meh-see- nye; Moses
received the Torah at Sinai). The words “kibel” (received) and “Kabbalah”
are grammatical forms of the same Hebrew term. This relationship ties



into the idea of Kabbalah as the received tradition, which I explain in
Chapter 1.

Gifts from Moses

Kabbalists believe that the tradition Moses received at Mount Sinai and
passed along contains both a written form and an oral form. Kabbalists
view the written Torah as the body of the divine teachings from God to
Moses. and the soul of those teachings resides in the Oral Tradition.
Moses passed down from Mount Sinai both the written Torah and the Oral
Tradition, which contains the Kabbalistic tradition.

Kabbalah today consists of those same two elements received from God
and Mount Sinai:

¥ The esoteric spiritual ideas, the theology taught by Kabbalah

¥* The Commandments, the basic rituals that help the Kabbalist
connect with God and that God has commanded

Kabbalah in the Rabbinic Period

The writings produced during the Rabbinic period (the early centuries of
the Common Era) by the many great sages who lived then are concerned
largely with law. The Talmud was the creative scholarship of the great
rabbis of the Rabbinic period and grew out of the Mishnah (mish-nah ),
which is the written form of the Oral Tradition from Mount Sinai (see
Chapter 13). The rabbinic texts are also filled with practical wisdom,
morality tales, science, and more. But certain particular Rabbinic
personalities were especially interested in theology and an abstract
understanding of the relationship between humans and God. In the



Rabbinic period, the study and cultivation of both the written and oral
traditions was in a powerful and active stage. The Talmudic sages Rabbi
Akiva, the son of Joseph, and Rabbi Shimon, the son of Yochai, were
pivotal personalities in the history of Kabbalah.

Rabbi Akiva: A spiritual teacher to the
last moment

Rabbi Akiva was a master of Kabbalah and the leading rabbi of his
generation. He’s known in Rabbinic tradition as the rabbi of his time who
entered the deepest depths of spiritual exploration and managed it all
without trouble. His colleagues weren’t able to cope with the deepest
mysteries of tradition, but Rabbi Akiva is the example of the spiritual
explorer who was able to grasp the wisdom of Kabbalah in its entirety.

Kabbalists have been intimately familiar with the dramatic record of the
story of Rabbi Akiva’s death for nearly 2,000 years. A great teacher of
Torah, Rabbi Akiva was such a role model to his generation that people
considered his most mundane actions to be part of what they considered to
be Torah. Teaching Torah was illegal under the oppressive Roman rule
after the destruction of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, yet Rabbi Akiva
taught Torah and was arrested for it, put into prison, and ultimately
tortured to death.

Rabbinic tradition records that while the Romans were raking his flesh
with hot iron combs and torturing him to death, his students wept, but
Rabbi Akiva offered a teaching. As his flesh was burning, Rabbi Akiva
taught that each day, in prayer, people read the passages from the Torah
that refer to their love of God. Rabbi Akiva said that he always wondered
at the meaning of the Torah text “to love God with all your soul.” He



explained that he always understood this passage to mean that “even at
that moment when God has decided to separate my body from my soul, I
will acknowledge my love of God, and that God is One.” Rabbi Akiva
explained that the text asks people to love God with all their souls and that
the moment of death is the opportunity to do so. As he died, Rabbi Akiva
had the following words on his lips: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the
Lord is One.” Legend has it that Rabbi Akiva said the word “one” as he
died.

Rabbi Akiva’s manner of death and the high level of consciousness that it
describes is well known in Kabbalistic tradition and considered to be an
archetype. Rabbi Akiva saw his own horrible death not as a tragedy but
rather as a spiritual opportunity. The story reminds Kabbalists everywhere
to see every moment as a spiritual opportunity and to know that “God is
One.”

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai writes the
Zohar

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai was a student of Rabbi Akiva who ultimately
earned a reputation as an extraordinarily important figure in the history of
Kabbalah. Although the Roman Empire was successful in murdering
Rabbi Akiva (see the preceding section), the Romans were unsuccessful at
capturing Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai. He and his son sought refuge in a
small cave and avoided arrest by the Romans for 13 years.

Kabbalistic tradition maintains that both Moses and Elijah the Prophet
appeared to Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai while he hid in the cave. During
their isolation, the rabbi and his son experienced visions of the greatest
depth that led Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai to write the great classic of



Kabbalistic tradition, the Zohar, the Book of Splendor.

The multilevel nature of Kabbalistic ideas and the unique ways they
influence each other make it almost impossible to translate Kabbalistic
ideas into words on a page. But the Zohar is a text that expounds upon the
major themes of Kabbalah. Kabbalistic tradition holds that Rabbi Shimon
Bar Yochai wrote the Zohar, and it was then hidden away for centuries.

Thriving in Spain in the 13th
Century

After the decimation of the Jewish community due to the oppression of the
Roman Empire, Kabbalistic tradition was preserved from one generation
to the next as a few highly skilled and trained individuals transmitted the
tradition to a few chosen students. It wasn’t until the 13th century that the
teachings of Kabbalah began to spread far and wide.

In the 13th century, 1,200 years after the destruction of the Temple in
Jerusalem, a Spanish Kabbalist named Moses de Leon revealed the
document known as the Zohar (it had been hidden away for centuries; see
the preceding section). The Zohar became such an important part of the
Kabbalistic tradition that it’s often considered one of the three pillars of
the wisdom writings of the Children of Israel; the other two pillars are the
Torah and the Talmud.

Much of the scholarship of the Kabbalists in Spain centered around the
following two major threads of Kabbalistic tradition at that time, which
are both mentioned in the Talmud:

¥’ Ma’aseh Bereshit (mah-ah-seh ber-aye-sheet): The mystical



understanding of the verses in the Torah in the book of Genesis
describing the process of creation. Kabbalists believe that a careful
look at the details of the creation in the Torah results in a deeper
understanding of the fundamentals of human existence. In the most
precise yet mysterious way, each letter, word, and sentence both
contains and sheds light on the most profound wisdom.

In the same way that Kabbalistic tradition teaches followers not
simply to acknowledge the surface of life but rather to pierce into the
depths of things (see Chapter 14), Kabbalists don’t look (and never
did look) at the Ma’aseh Bereshit on a superficial level. Rather,
Kabbalists analyze this verse in as detailed a way as possible, down
to the minute nuances contained within the Torah text that are
believed by Kabbalists to reveal extraordinary ideas and ideals.

¥’ Ma’aseh Merkava (mah-ah-seh mer-kah-vah): The study of the
vision in Ezekiel’s prophecy and the other details in the verses
contained in the book of Ezekiel found in the Holy Scriptures
including images of a divine chariot. Kabbalistic tradition teaches
that the fantastic visions of Ezekiel also contain the most sublime
teachings and permit students a glimpse into the deepest depths of
Torah. According the great Jewish philosopher and rabbi, Moses ben
Maimon (Maimonides), who was born in Spain in 1135, Ma’aseh
Merkava is also the general term that refers to the obligation and
effort on the part of all Jews to try to grasp God and to contemplate
the meaning of God and God’s attributes.

The Jewish community in Spain flourished for a number of centuries. For
the most part, Jews lived peacefully with their Arab and Christian
neighbors, and the Jewish community was well integrated into all levels of
Spanish society. However, in the same year that King Ferdinand and
Queen Isabella supported the voyage of Columbus from Spain across the
Atlantic Ocean, they also threatened the conversion or expulsion of the
Jews of Spain. Many Jews stayed and converted, but a large number of
Jews left Spain and settled in the countries to the east of Spain and as far



east as Russia. Many Eastern European Jews from the last few centuries
descend from the Jews who fled from Spain at that time.

The Jewish people are like a plant
Botanists know that cutting back a plan often results in a burst of
growth and flowering; paradoxically, cutting or trimming a plant
stimulates its growth. The observation has been made that the
history of Kabbalah is, in fact, the history of a plant that continues
to be cut back.

The profound teaching pertaining to the transition between the
expulsion of the majority of Jewish people from Spain in 1492
and the next great period of growth in the Kabbalistic tradition
observes that, throughout Jewish history, the Jewish people
behave as a surviving nation in the manner of a plant that
continues to bounce back after being trimmed and cut back.

¥ When the great Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70
CE and the Rabbinic period was decimated at the hands of the
fierce and intolerant Romans, the result was a document known
as the Talmud. The Talmud represents an amazing fountain and
flourishing of learning among the forebears of those who would
be officially known as Kabbalists.

¥ When the Jews, including the great Kabbalists of Spain,
were expelled from Spain in 1492, the result was a burst of
creativity and an amazing flourishing of Kabbalistic innovation —
poetry, literature, philosophy — reflecting a diversity of practices
and perspectives on how best to express and engage in
Kabbalah.

¥ The terrible massacres of the Jewish people starting in
1648, known as the Chmielnicki massacres, included as targets
great Kabbalists in the Ukraine, which was home to a huge
Jewish population. The birth of Hasidism occurred shortly after




this horrible experience in Jewish history, reshaping Kabbalah to
changing times and becoming one of the major forces active in
passing Kabbalah on to current generations.

Coming of Age In the Mystical
City of Tzfat

In the early 1500s, just a short span of years since the expulsion of the
Jews from Spain in 1492, a community of Kabbalists sprung up in the city
of Tzfat in the Holy Land. This gathering of great Kabbalists and scholars
essentially formulated the way in which Kabbalah would be studied and
understood then and in the future.

A gathering of great minds

The Kabbalah that serious practitioners study and practice today is the
Kabbalah of the great sages of the city of Tzfat in the 16th century.
Primary among these sages was the great Kabbalist Rabbi Isaac Luria,
known as the Ari, who single-handedly transformed the study of
Kabbalah. Kabbalists from then until now know that their Kabbalah is the
Kabbalah of the Ari (see Chapter 18).

In Tzfat, a congregation of rabbis and holy teachers flourished for a brief
but significant time. Rabbi Isaac Luria died before he reached the age of
40, and he barely wrote anything. But much of his teachings were put into
writing, in a work called Etz Chayim (ayts chah -yeem; the Tree of Life).
In 1570, Rabbi Chaim Vital became a student of the Ari, and when the Ari
died in 1572, Rabbi Vital began to write down everything he had learned



from his master.

In 1570, the Ari arrived in Tzfat from Egypt and found a gathering of
some of the finest Jewish minds in history. These outstanding Kabbalists
included

¥ Rabbi Joseph Karo, who was not only a great Kabbalist but also
the author of the famous Code of Jewish Law, the Shulchan Aruch

¥ Shlomo Alkabetz, one the greatest poets of Spanish culture who,
among other things, composed a song called “L.’cha Dodi,” which is
sung to this day by Jews throughout the world who participate in the
Friday night ritual known as Kabbalat Shabbat. Kabbalat Shabbat is a
series of prayers developed by the Kabbalists of Tzfat that became
one of the cornerstones of Jewish Sabbath observance.

¥ Israel Najara, a great poet in this Kabbalistic community

¥* Moses Cordovero, often considered the leader of all the primary
Kabbalists of his time

Important principles taught and
revealed by the Ari

The hundreds or perhaps thousands of books of Kabbalah that have been
written over the generations are mostly attempts to clarify, expand, and
develop the teachings found in the Zohar. Through the writings of his
disciple Rabbi Chaim Vital, the Ari continued that process and expressed
much of what ultimately came to be called the heart and soul of Kabbalah
for centuries and until today.

Some teachings of the Ari

Here are some of the pivotal ideas that can be found in the Ari’s teachings:



¥’ God acts in the world through ten emanations of divine influence
called the ten sefirot.

¥ These ten sefirot serve as instruments of the Divine.

¥ Even though God is infinite and has no limits or attributes in
worldly terms, God chooses to be revealed to the world through the
ten sefirot.

¥* The sefirot disseminate into the world in a wide variety of
combinations, and these combinations determine the workings of the
world.

¥ Humans act upon the combinations of sefirot through their
actions, thoughts, and words.

¥ The evil in the world is the result of a distortion of the sefirot
prompted by evil thoughts, words, and deeds among humans.

¥ The Torah is a revelation of the proper way to live so that the
divine plenty in the form of the ten sefirot will nourish the world

properly.

¥ A deed known as a mitzvah (mitz-vah) helps to cause the proper
combination among sefirot in order to prompt the proper amount of
shefa (sheh-fah; divine plenty) in the world.

¥ A sin or a transgression contributes to the forces of pollution in
the world.

¥ Kabbalah is that innermost part of the teachings of the Torah that
explains the significance of every movement and thought in
metaphysical terms.

¥ The person who acquires authentic Kabbalistic wisdom can use
the ability that this wisdom provides to become closer to God and to
establish a deeper relationship with God. When this connection
occurs, a Kabbalist is able to repair the world and become a partner
with God in the process of perfecting the world.



The creation of the world

Included among the teachings of the Ari is one that became pivotal among
Kabbalists forever: his understanding of the creation of the world. The Ari
taught that the world was created by an act of divine contraction known as
tzimtzum (tzim -tzoom). According to this teaching, the Infinite hid or
contracted itself, resulting in a “place” in which God could create the
finite world.

Kabbalists often say that the world exists and is built on “an absence of
being” and that this nonbeing comes from God. For the concept of the
world’s existence, the Ari also offered the image of the shattering of the
vessel. Some say that the best way to describe the Ari’s image of the
shattering of the vessel is to imagine a vessel in which the infinite light of
God poured in; needless to say, this infinite light couldn’t be contained by
a finite vessel, and therefore the vessel shattered. The teachings go on to
declare that the light of God is covered over by shards of the shattered
vessel, and it’s the role of the Kabbalist to find these shards, sometimes
called “husks,” and release the divine sparks trapped inside of them. In
this way, the Kabbalist becomes a partner with God by repairing the
world.

The Kabbalistic view of creation then, as taught by the Ari, is that the
world that Kabbalists now know and live in is made up of elements that
contradict each other and are incomplete, chaotic, and confusing due to
the breaking of the vessel. The fragments of the pure vessel are scattered
throughout the world and throughout existence. Some of the shattered
pieces are clear, bright, reliable, and formed the foundation of the world.
Others are distorted and became forces of evil that humans need to repair.

The need to repair the world



The Ari taught that life in its entirety is an endless struggle to form light
out of darkness, to repair the broken world. Through self-discipline, high
moral behavior, proper intention, prayer, study, and good deeds, the
Kabbalist helps to repair the world and restore it to its proper place.
Kabbalists don’t wait for the Messiah but rather work to bring the
Messiah. Each proper thought, word, and deed (as described in the holy
books) bring more rapid redemption of the world as a whole.

This vision is at the heart of the teachings of the Ari. His teachings
ultimately became Kabbalah; all Kabbalistic traditions before it funnel
through the teachings of the Ari, and all Kabbalistic tradition that came
after the Ari grew out of the Kabbalah of the Ari himself. The teachings of
the Ari are the foundation upon which Hasidic approaches to Kabbalah are
based (see Chapter 1).

The Bigger You Are, The Harder
You Fall: The Shabbatai Tzvi
Affair

Shabbatai Tzvi is an influential figure in Jewish history (and specifically
in the history of Kabbalah) whose legacy continues today in its impact on
the very image of Kabbalah in the world.

Shabbatai Tzvi was born in 1626 and had a traditional religious education.
As a young man, he was well versed in Talmudic studies and took a
particular liking to Kabbalah. Shabbatai Tzvi settled in Salonica, Greece,
wherefrom he was expelled for his abuse of power and holy symbols. One
story reports that the expulsion was punishment for a wedding that he



staged with himself as the groom and the Torah as the bride.

Shabbatai Tzvi had a remarkably charismatic personality and was a
captivating teacher, given his mastery of the Talmud, the Zohar, and other
mystical texts. In 1663, Shabbatai Tzvi went to Egypt and studied with the
Kabbalah scholars in residence there.

At that same time, a man named Nathan from a place called Gaza was
known as a great spiritual personality who bestowed blessings on others
with remarkable outcomes. Shabbatai Tzvi visited Nathan, and the result
of the encounter was that Nathan of Gaza became Shabbatai Tzvi’s ardent
disciple. In 1665, reportedly at the encouragement of Nathan of Gaza,
Shabbatai Tzvi declared himself to be the messiah.

Shabbatai Tzvi had a great impact on many, including some of the greatest
rabbis of the time who were swept up in his pseudo-messianic fervor, and
he attracted a vast number of followers. His great Talmudic scholarship
and skillful manipulation of Kabbalistic text held sway over Rabbinic
leaders as well as the masses. After declaring himself to be the Messiah,
Shabbatai Tzvi’s abuse of power escalated; he even made proclamations
claiming the authority to change the Torah law.

The rabbis of Jerusalem weren’t among those who were swayed by
Shabbatai Tzvi’s skill set and charm, and they banned him from the holy
city of Jerusalem. The rabbis of Jerusalem generated a letter-writing
campaign warning leading rabbis throughout the world of his unfounded
claims. Shabbatai Tzvi and Nathan of Gaza then traveled together far and
wide, and through travels and public appearances, Shabbatai Tzvi
continued to gain popularity.

As the tidal wave of support for Shabbatai Tzvi increased, the Turkish
authorities became curious. They also became alarmed by the growing



movement of followers of Shabbatai Tzvi and the fact that over 100,000
followers had sold their businesses in preparation to follow him, in his
role as messiah, back to Israel. The economic disruption was intense, and
the Turkish authorities issued an ultimatum to Shabbatai Tzvi: He should
either convert to Islam or be executed.

That unique personality Shabbatai Tzvi, whose charisma swept Europe
and Asia influencing the masses in general and students of Kabbalah in
particular, disappointed his public when he converted to Islam. He took a
Muslim name, was given a job, and was accepted into Islam. It’s said that
sometimes Shabbatai Tzvi lived the life of a Muslim and sometimes he
attempted to reclaim power within local Jewish communities. He died at
age 50. Nathan of Gaza continued to spread belief in Shabbatai Tzvi.

Shabbatai Tzvi’s popularity was so great and his reputation reached such
heights that his fall was dramatic and damaged the reputation of Kabbalah
phenomenally. Shabbatai Tzvi’s focus on Kabbalah and his ultimate
downfall came to be seen as a great example of how Kabbalah in the
wrong hands leads to tragedy.

The Great Revival: Hasidism

As I mention in the sidebar “The Jewish people are like a plant,” terrible
massacres known as the Chmielnicki massacres occurred in the Ukraine in
the 1600s. The destruction of Jewish families, including many of the great
Kabbalists of that generation, during these events was vast. In the midst of
the despair, and during the trauma experienced by the survivors in the
decades after this terrible cataclysm, a teacher emerged who caused
nothing short of a revolution in Jewish life that would change Judaism
forever.



This teacher founded a movement that would rediscover the wisdom of
Kabbalah and would dedicate itself to spreading this wisdom to everyone.

The rise of the Baal Shem Tov

In 1698, a boy named Israel was born in Okop, a tiny village in the
Ukraine on the border between Russia and Poland. Israel’s parents, Eliezer
and Sarah, were deeply spiritual people. They were quite old at the time of
Israel’s birth and died when he was still a boy. Legend tells that Eliezer’s
last words to his son Israel were “Fear nothing other than God.”

As an orphan, Israel was cared for by the community. He earned a
reputation for walking through woods and fields, staying by himself, and
praying to God — not in formal prayer, but in spontaneous prayer that
poured out from his heart. As he grew up, he became a local teacher as
well as a caretaker in a synagogue, which provided him with the time he
needed to attain an extraordinary level of knowledge, particularly of the
mysteries and secrets of Kabbalah.

In 1734, Rabbi Israel changed his approach to life radically. Rather than
keep to himself, he became a great teacher, and his reputation spread far
and wide as an amazing holy man who understood the secret names of
God and could use them properly in blessings and to entreat God on
behalf of supplicants who asked for intercession. He became known as the
Baal Shem Tov (bah-ahl shem towv; Master of the Good Name), and to
this day, more people know him as the Baal Shem Tov than as Rabbi
Israel. The Baal Shem Tov’s teachings were based on the Kabbalistic
teachings, and in particular, the teachings of the Ari (see the section
“Important principles taught and revealed by the Ari” earlier in this
chapter).



&2°2. What the Baal Shem Tov offered that was different from the
':\ﬁ) teachings of the Ari was an ability and desire to spread Kabbalistic
teachings to all levels of the community. The Baal Shem Tov was
able to communicate the most profound ideas through stories and
parables, sayings, and teachings that shed light on the greatest and
most fundamental of Kabbalistic principles in a way that almost
anyone could understand.

Over the years, the Baal Shem Tov became more and more famous, and
great scholars became his scholars and disciples. The Baal Shem Tov also
represented the principle of reaching out to others to spread blessing and
knowledge to all. From the mid-1700s to the present, Kabbalah manifested
itself in a living way through the lives of the followers of the Baal Shem
Tov, the founder of the movement of Hasidism.

The Baal Shem Tov didn’t record his teachings in books, so most of what
Kabbalists know about his teachings come from a book called Toldos
Yaakov Yosef, written by Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Hakohen of Polnoye. Rabbi
Yaakov Yosef wrote this and some other volumes that contain hundreds of
quotes from the Baal Shem Tov — some short and some long, but all
coming together to form the basis of the Kabbalistic lifestyle known as
Hasidism.

A contemporary opponent
In the years that overlapped the life of the Baal Shem Tov,
another great student and leader of Kabbalah appeared. His
name was Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna, and he was known as the Vilna
Gaon. Living in the 18th century, the Vilna Gaon became known
as an opponent of Hasidism and the followers of the Baal Shem
Tov, but like the Baal Shem Tov, the Vilna Gaon was also a great
student of Kabbalah. One of their differences is that the Vilna
Gaon saw Kabbalah as a subject for the few, whereas the Baal
Shem Tov wanted to spread knowledge of Kabbalah to the




Masses.

The slandering of Kabbalah among
historians

For years, Kabbalah has gotten a bad rap among historians —
even Jewish historians. In their histories of the Jewish people, a
few key Jewish historians relegated Kabbalah to a narrow or
fringe aspect of the tradition from Moses at Mount Sinai and
viewed it as having been drowned out.

These historians, swept up by the Enlightenment and the modern
scientific age, were squeamish about the spiritual ideas
contained in Kabbalah. Largely because they couldn’t understand
the concepts themselves and didn’t grasp the deep significance
of Kabbalistic teachings as the very soul of Torah, these
influential historians missed the point. As a result, a tremendous
amount of ignorance and misinformation about Kabbalah has
been disseminated by otherwise seemingly reliable sources.

The good news is that scholars are now widely recognizing and
writing about the central role of Kabbalah as the very soul of
Judaism.

A movement is born

When the Baal Shem Tov died, leadership of his movement of spreading
Kabbalah to the masses was handed over to Rabbi Dov Ber, known as the
Maggid of Mezrich. The Maggid of Mezrich was the Baal Shem Tov’s
primary disciple, but he’d also been a student of the teachings of the Ari
as well as of another great Kabbalist in history, Rabbi Moshe Chaim
Luzzatto.




The disciples of the Maggid of Mezrich and their disciples through history
to the present comprise the Hasidic movement, that group of people in the
world whose lives are primarily based on the same beliefs and the same
rhythms as Kabbalists throughout the centuries. Up until the time of the
Baal Shem Tov, only a very small number of people were concerned with
Kabbalah. For the last few centuries, the Hasidic world has continued to
spread the message of Kabbalah. Hasidic groups today such as Lubavitch,
Bobov, Satmar, and Breslov all base their beliefs and lives on Kabbalistic
practices and assumptions that they trace back to the Baal Shem Tov.

Kabbalah Today

Active interest in Kabbalah exists today in four main veins, which I
explore in this section. In all cases, today’s Kabbalists are influenced by
the Kabbalah of the Ari (see the section “Coming of Age in the Mystical
City of Tzfat” earlier in this chapter).

In addition, Kabbalah teachers aren’t always a part of any defined group
but may have a depth of knowledge, an understanding heart, a reluctance
to teach, and the willingness to guide regardless. Such teachers join the
many individuals, well-known and anonymous, who have continued to
probe the depths of the profound questions of life through the way of
Kabbalah.

Kabbalah and Hasidism

Kabbalah is alive and well in the Hasidic precincts of the Jewish
community. Although severely damaged by the Holocaust, demographics
indicate that the worldwide Hasidic population is flourishing and will



continue to flourish. Additionally, this segment of the Jewish population is
clearly growing at a greater rate than any other.

The Baal Shem Tov, founder of Hasidism, brought Kabbalah to the
masses. Through straight talk as well as instructive parables and the gifts
of a master teacher, the Baal Shem Tov and his disciples through the
generations were able to translate the wisdom of Kabbalah from a difficult
and abstract science of existence into a way of life that all can live.

Kabbalah and Jewish Renewal

Founded by Rabbi Zalman Schachter Shalomi and also greatly influenced
by the teachings and spirit of the late Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, the
phenomenon known as Jewish Renewal is a nontraditional, loosely
networked group who have a great affinity for Kabbalistic ideas and
approaches to life.

The use of the word “renewal” in this movement’s title is meant to imply
that, after the Holocaust, when the old forms of spiritual expression in the
Jewish community (Kabbalah) were once again silenced, it became
necessary not simply to reproduce the old but to renew it. By looking at
old paradigms and old forms of spiritual and Kabbalistic expression,
Jewish Renewal develops new, modern ways to give expression to those
ideas and ideals without necessarily being committed to the choreography
of traditional Jewish life as it has been manifested in traditional
communities.

Conservative, Reform, and
Reconstructionist Judaism



With the popularization of Kabbalah in our times, every denomination and
many Jewish community centers have brought teachers versed in
Kabbalah into their seminaries and programs. Prayer book and bible
commentaries across all denominations now highlight the influence of the
Kabbalists on the development of Jewish prayer and thinking.

Kabbalah and the Kabbalah Centre

The Kabbalah Centre, led by Rabbi Philip Berg, has a widespread public
profile due largely to Madonna and other celebrities who have publicly
announced their interest in Kabbalah Centre programs. The Centre has
offices around the world that often attract media attention when famous
people are seen coming or going. According to its Web site
(www.kabbalah.com ), “The Kabbalah Centre is a spiritual and

educational organization dedicated to bringing the wisdom of Kabbalah to
the world.”

The Kabbalah Centre has produced many books written mostly by its
founder and his family members. It markets its books, products, and
activities as “the practical tools and spiritual teachings of Kabbalah” and
states that Kabbalah is “accessible to everyone for personal change and
transformation.” The Centre’s approach has been widely criticized in the
Jewish world, with critics claiming that the Kabbalah Centre separates
Kabbalah from Judaism and from Jewish laws and obligations.
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In this part...

In order to go a little deeper into Kabbalah, you have to let go of some

beliefs and open yourself up to some new ideas (actually, they’re quite
old!). This part first looks at the seemingly audacious idea that everything
happens for the best. Then it explores the Kabbalistic perspective on the
human soul (it has five parts, by the way) before getting to the heart of a
Kabbalist’s task in the world — to repair it.



Chapter 4

The Link between Heaven and
Earth: Kabbalah’s Own Top-Ten
Countdown

In This Chapter
Getting to know the ten forces of the universe and the human soul
Analyzing the Tree of Life from different angles

Understanding how Kabbalists experience the forces of the world

Kabbalists believe that a superficial look at the world is simply that — a

narrow and limited grasp of reality. They believe that a lot more is going
on beneath the surface of what people see.

In this chapter, you discover the Kabbalistic belief in ten fundamental
forces that drive everything, and you find out that humans can manipulate
those forces. In fact, the heart of the life of the Kabbalist is the
manipulation of these ten fundamental forces that God uses to create and
sustain the world.

Seeing below the World’s
Surface

Some people believe that a person is born, lives, and dies. In other words



some people think that you begin at the moment of conception and cease
to exist when your body merges into the earth. But according to the great
Kabbalists throughout history, there’s more to life than often meets the
eye.

The Kabbalist’s task is to pierce the seemingly hard surface of the reality
of the world and glimpse the reality of God. Through deeds and prayer,
study, and intense contemplation on the abstract, unknowable God, the
Kabbalist has faith that a more clear and real apprehension of reality is
possible.

Kabbalah provides the student with the tools he or she needs to break
through the surface of the hard and concrete reality. In the same way that a
molecular biologist has tools allowing him to see electrons, protons, and
neutrons and the spaces between objects, so too the Kabbalist has tools in
the form of knowledge of the ten sefirot (seh- fear -oat), the four worlds
(see Chapter 6), and the teachings of the Torah that allow for a vision of
the reality within all the perceived reality.

ees  Kabbalists know that the human mind and perceptions are often

Ny distracted by the material world to such an extent that God isn’t

- seen and, more extreme, God’s existence is denied. The goal of the
Kabbalist is to see God as the center of all reality. Kabbalah teaches
the student how to know God and reminds the student that often what
one sees is an illusion.

It’s tempting to say that Kabbalists don’t trust surfaces, but that isn’t
entirely true. More accurately, a Kabbalist sees the surface of things and
recognizes it for what it is — a surface. Think of the human body. You
look at the human body and see all its external features. If you were to
simply stop there, you’d get an accurate view of the external form of the
body. Yet beneath that external form are major and minor organs, veins



and arteries, different kinds of cells, and all kinds of bodily functions
happening simultaneously.

A Kabbalist makes the same assumption about the world: The surface that
one sees certainly exists and provides lots of information about the world
itself, but beneath that surface are all kinds of activities vital to a more
complete understanding of God’s universe.

The world is filled with God

A few ideas and assumptions made by Kabbalists come together and offer
a very different view of reality. First and foremost, the tradition of
Kabbalah teaches that everything in the world is filled with God. This is a
basic assumption of Kabbalah, but of course, it can’t be proven. In fact,
Kabbalists don’t even think of proving it. For a Kabbalist, the world is
filled with God, and this is as plain and as evident as anything else. A
Kabbalist experiences the world as filled with God.

Everything that happens in the world, even the most seemingly trivial
details, all occur because God allows it. Everything is from God. Pleasure,
pain, beauty, harmony, evil — everything. God knows what is best, so if
something doesn’t work out the way you want it to, the assumption is that
this is ultimately the way God wants it. In a sense, Kabbalah is based on a
paradox: As fundamental a belief as the fact that everything that happens
is ultimately from God is the belief that humans have free will and choose
freely.

God is constantly creating and
sustaining the world



Another primary assumption in the tradition of Kabbalah is that God
constantly creates the world for the purpose of bestowing good to the
world. You might say, “How do we know that?” The Kabbalistic answer
is that this isn’t a matter of belief; it’s the reality that’s perceived by the
Kabbalist. Kabbalists believe that by diligent study, prayer, and proper
action, you can see reality more clearly and know that God is indeed in
everything and that God does give divine goodness to the world.

poen How does God constantly sustain the world and bestow goodness to

i\ ') it? Kabbalists point to what they actually perceive in the reality of

h the world: ten fundamental forces, the ten sefirot. These ten forces
flow in two directions: God creates and sustains the world through
these ten forces, and humans take these ten forces, combine them,
mix them, utilize them, and try to learn how to use them properly.
One way we communicate with God is in the ways we use or abuse
the ten sefirot.

Kabbalists believe that the world humans exist in isn’t the harmonious
world that it could be. When Kabbalists refer to Gan Eden (gahn ayden;
the Garden of Eden), they conjure up a view of a world of harmony. It is,
in fact, the task of each person to do what he or she can to repair the
disharmony and put things in their right order. Kabbalists teach that the
proper human use of the fundamental forces in the world is the task of
humans. Kabbalists learn to recognize the ten forces and see reality in
terms of their functioning.

A new creation every moment

At least one traditional observer puts it this way: God continues to create
the world, and if God were to hesitate for a moment and glance in another
direction, the entire universe and everything in it would disappear.
Kabbalists believe the world is being created anew at every moment, and



thinking that time flows uninterrupted is an illusion. Every moment is an
entirely brand-new moment for the universe; although the world looks the
same at this moment as it did a moment before, that’s simply an illusion.

One of the fundamental implications of this notion of God’s continued
creation is that God is involved with everything that goes on in the
universe. As the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, stated, “Even
the movement of a single blade of grass occurs because God wills it to
occur.”

According to Kabbalah, God doesn’t form the universe out of nothing.
Rather, creation is really an act of revelation. As one Kabbalist put it,
creation is an emanation from the divine light. Kabbalists believe that God
shines this divine light and forms it, limits it, and transmutes it into the
world. As Kabbalists frequently note, the world couldn’t possibly exist
within the actual light of the Divine, so one of the mysteries of creation is
that God hides or contracts, limiting God’s infiniteness and withholding
light, in order to continuously create the world.

The Ten Fundamental Forces
that Sustain the World

A primary notion within Kabbalah is the belief that the world is created
and sustained by ten channels of divine plenty. These ten channels are
referred to as the ten sefirot.

The ten sefirot are not simple. Kabbalists point out that each of the ten
sefirot has many different meanings and gradations, and they appear in
various Kabbalistic texts using varying and alternate terminology. In one



of the basic Kabbalistic texts, Sefer Yetzirah (see Chapter 13), the sefirot
are described as numbers. But generally speaking, the sefirot are referred
to as emanations, or qualities of God. In the 12th century Kabbalistic text
Sefer Ha Bahir, the ten sefirot are related to the ten words or sayings by
which the world was created. In the major Kabbalistic text, the Zohar,
other words such as “powers,” “gates,” “lights,” and even “garments”
refer to the ten sefirot.

Kabbalists throughout the centuries have developed a system that views
the ten sefirot as the fundamental building blocks of the world and of the
human soul. God creates the universe continuously by emanating the ten
sefirot and combining them. An important view of Kabbalists is that
humans are a microcosm of the world, and just as the world is created and
sustained through the ten sefirot, the soul of each individual consists of the
ten sefirot.

The Bible says “Ten Utterances,”
hot “Ten Commandments”

In the Kabbalistic tradition, there’s no such phrase as “The Ten
Commandments.” The term in Hebrew is Aseret Hadibrot (ah-
ser-et hah-dib-rote), which translates to the Ten Utterances. (Not
guite as catchy as “commandments”. . . .) Kabbalists have linked
these ten utterances to the ten sefirot and conclude that the world
was created and continues to be created through ten divine
expressions.

The Zohar contains a remarkable statement that God looked into the Torah
before he created the world. The implication of this image is that the
Torah holds the blueprint of reality. More specifically, the chart of the ten
sefirot is considered the blueprint of the world and the blueprint of the



human soul.

The chart of the ten sefirot has appeared in many documents throughout
the centuries. Frequently, the ten sefirot are drawn as an arrangement or a
configuration resembling a human being, with each of the ten sefirot
corresponding to one of the organs or limbs of the body. This illustration
is sometimes known as the Tree of Life (see Figure 4-1). In this section, I
describe each of the ten sefirot individually using the Tree of Life
configuration.
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Figure 4-1:
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< If you’re paying attention, you see that eleven sefirot actually

appear on the Tree of Life. The reason is that two of the sefirot,
Keter (crown) and Da’at (knowledge) are interchangeable, as I
explain later in this section.



The crown

The uppermost sefirah on the chart of the Tree of Life is Keter (keh- tehr;
crown). Unlike the other sefirot, which have parts of the human body as
reference points, Keter doesn’t refer to a human body part but rather refers
to a royal crown sitting on top of a head. This depiction offers a hint at the
meaning behind Keter.

Keter is often referred to as the divine will and the source of all delight
and pleasure. Keter contains all the other sefirot in it, and it’s often said
that Keter activates the soul from above. Kabbalists suggest that one
should picture God sending divine light and power down through the top
of the head, infusing the entire body with all of its abilities and qualities.

Keter is considered to be the link between the infinite world of God and
the finite world in which people live. Keter starts the flow of each of the
sefirot into the next, and the sefirah on the bottom returns to Keter at the
top and completes the circle.

In response to the commonly asked question “Why did God create the
world?,” Kabbalists agree that God didn’t create the world because God
needs it. To say that God needs anything implies a deficiency, and one can
never say that God is deficient in any way. Many Kabbalists indicate that
God created the world in order to create the human being and that God
created the human being in order to give the human being pleasure. It
follows, then, that the greatest pleasure that a human can experience is
knowledge of God. Nevertheless, in the final analysis, Kabbalists agree
that God creates the world through Keter , the divine will. In other words,
God “wills” the world, and it is through God’s will that the world is
created.



Each of the ten sefirot has a name of God corresponding to it. The name of
God that corresponds to Keter is Ehveh (eh- veh), which is a form of “I
shall be.”

Wisdom: The intuitive mind

The second sefirah, Chochmah (khokh- mah), translates as wisdom and is
often referred to as intuition. Chochmah is the basis of the human’s ability
to grasp things intuitively. By coming from Keter, Chochmah is
considered to be a higher wisdom — the wisdom that’s somehow inborn.

In my experience raising birds, I’ve seen intuition firsthand. Many birds
have laid eggs in cages in my living room, and I’ve had the privilege of
watching baby birds emerge from those eggs many times. I often marvel
that the birds seem to know what to do without being taught; they know
how to eat, bathe, preen themselves, and do many other things without
benefit of a school, class, or book. The higher wisdom within them knows
how to be and how to manifest as a bird.

W Chochmah represents the beginning of thought and the beginning of

| mental activity. It takes the pure energy of Keter and transforms it
= into something useful, creating the intellect.

Note that Chochmah, a top sefirah on the right side of the Tree of Life, is
sometimes referred to as conception. Kabbalists often refer to right side
and left side when looking at the configuration of sefirot in this diagram.
The right vertical line is considered masculine and sometimes is referred
to as father or abba. The left side is considered feminine and is referred to
as the mother or ema.

The name of God often associated with Chochmah is Yah. Kabbalists
have also associated biblical figures with several of the sefirot, and the



biblical figure corresponding to Chochmah is King Solomon. This
connection isn’t surprising, of course, because wisdom is associated with
the archetype of King Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived.

Understanding: The analytical mind

The sefirah of Binah (bee- nah) means understanding. Binah manifests
the ability of logical analysis. For example, simple algebra indicates that if
A =B and B = C, then A = C. One’s Binah allows for easy understanding
of this simple set of equations.

In a way, Binah is seen as Chochmah ’s partner (see the preceding section
for an explanation of Chochmah ). These two sefirot, often referred to as
father and mother, male and female, and “two beloved friends” and the
interaction between them are often described in erotic language. Binah, as
the sefirah that takes information and figures it out internally, is
sometimes referred to as the divine womb. Some Kabbalists go so far as to
say that Binah gives birth to all the sefirot that come after it.

Another way that Chochmah and Binah are a pair is that Binah probes the
meaning of that which comes from Chochmah. Kabbalists often refer to
Binah as the ability to make distinctions between and among things. They
relate the word “Binah” to the Hebrew word livnet (liv-note; to build).
Binah takes the abstract wisdom from Chochmah and builds on it,
expanding and developing it.

The name of God connected to the sefirah of Binah is Elohim (eh-low-
heem), and the biblical figure that’s often connected with Binah is the
matriarch Leah.

Scientific sefirot




Modern theorists observe that Binah and Chochmah correspond
neatly with left-brain and right-brain thinking. Of course, the
notions of Chochmah and Binah predate such theories by many
centuries, but it's not unusual for Kabbalistic insights made
generations ago to foreshadow scientific discoveries.

Another observation is that the Tree of Life looks very much like
the double helix of DNA. In addition, the combination of
masculine and feminine result in the creation of the sefirot that
follow them.

Da’at: The crystallization of
awareness

The sefirah of Da’at (dah- aht) is referred to as knowledge.

P Da’at is interchangeable with Keter, the crown. When referring to
( l) exactly ten sefirot, one either counts the ten including Keter and
= leaving out Da’at or the other way around. Why? Simply put, Keter

is an emanation from God, whereas Da’at is the experience of man.
Da’at is specifically experienced knowledge, and Da’at is a view of
reality from the point of view of the human being and his or her
accumulated experiences. In its ultimate form, Da’at is knowledge of
God.

Da’at is different from Chochmah and Binah. Whereas Chochmabh is
intuition and Binah is understanding or the ability to grasp concepts,
knowledge is an accumulation of experience. In other words, there are
three ways in which a person knows the functions of the mind or of
consciousness: through the intuitive grasp of Chochmah, through the
analytical powers of Binah, and through the accumulation of one’s
experiences, known as one’s Da’at.



Imagine putting your finger into a hot flame. In some ways, you hesitate
to put your finger into a flame because your intuition tells you that the
dancing blue, yellow, and red flame offers some danger. In another way,
your Binah prompts you to avoid putting your finger in the flame because
you figure that if the flame is sufficiently hot, then putting your flesh into
the heat will not serve it well. Your powers of figuring things out are at
your service. Additionally, your experience of flames in the past — your
Da’at — tells you not to put your finger into the heat.

Expansion: The impulse to give

The sefirah of Chesed (keh -sed), which translates as grace, is the fourth
sefirah. It’s characterized by an expanding impulse and is sometimes
referred to as Gedulah (geh-doo -lah), which means greatness.
(Sometimes, the entire right vertical line of the Tree of Life is referred to
as the side of Chesed, which makes sense because the right side is known
as the masculine side, and Chesed ’s nature as an outgoing force
corresponds to that male reference.)

Kabbalists also refer to Chesed as love, the inclination towards things, the
attraction to things, the outgoing flow, an opening up, and a giving of
itself. On the configuration of the ten sefirot as a human figure in the Tree
of Life (see Figure 4-1), Chesed is associated with the right arm. The right
arm reaches out and gives, and Chesed represents a love that’s given
freely.

Chesed also refers to kindness and benevolence, but it’s a lovingkindness
that knows no restraint. The third verse of Psalm 89 says that the world
was built with Chesed. Whereas the preceding three sefirot of Chochmabh,
Binah, and Da’at are intellectual sefirot, Chesed is the first of the
emotional sefirot.



The name of God that’s connected to the sefirah of Chesed is El (ehl), and
the biblical figure associated with this sefirah is Abraham the patriarch.
Abraham is the legendary figure of love and expansion, which explains his
connection with Chesed. Abraham was known to live in a tent that was
open on all four sides so that he could easily see visitors and invite them
into his tent as guests. This outward thrust of welcoming visitors and
guests so easily associates Chesed with both Abraham and the masculine.

< A helpful way to understand a sefirah is by examining its
relationship with another sefirah. In this case, a Kabbalist can
increase her understanding of Chesed by deepening her
understanding of its partner, Gevurah, which I talk about in the next
section.

Contraction: The impulse to receive

Gevurah (geh-voo -rah), often known as power, is also sometimes
referred to with the Hebrew word din, meaning judgment, justice, or law.
Gevurah also can mean restraint, concentration, fear, control, or awe.

Kabbalists teach that every sefirah has both a positive and negative aspect,
and this duality is perhaps most clear in the sefirah of Gevurah. The
discipline and restraint side of Gevurah can manifest itself in a positive or
negative way. Gevurah is contraction, and too much contraction or too
much judgment can result in squashing or in something disruptive. On the
other hand, the strength aspect of this sefirah is an inward withdrawal, a
concentration of power; that concentration of power can result in hate or
fear but also in justice and control.

o The sefirot of Chesed and Gevurah represent two opposing poles:
i\ J Chesed reflects love that’s free and lacking in restraint, whereas
= Gevurah represents discipline and a limitation. Yet Chesed and



Gevurah balance each other because Chesed is on the right
(masculine) side of the Tree of Life, and Gevurah resides on the left
(feminine) side.

Love is often considered feminine (like maternal love), and toughness is
considered masculine. But in the Kabbalistic cosmology, the opposite is
the case. Chesed is expansive and therefore male, and Gevurah encloses
and constricts and is therefore feminine. Kabbalists note that Gevurah is
strength, and yet the path to Gevurah is the path from Chesed. In other
words, true strength comes through giving. Gevurah harnesses the energy
of Chesed.

One can easily see Chesed and Gevurah at work in the world. Child
rearing, for instance, is an artful combination of expressions of Chesed
and Gevurah. If a parent is too permissive, the result can be disastrous for
a developing child. Similarly, if a parent is too repressive and restrictive,
the result is again sad and unhealthy. But in combination, Chesed and
Gevurah serve a parent well. At almost every moment of a parent’s
relationship with his or her child, he or she faces the question of just how
much Chesed and just how much Gevurah to offer. A combination of the
two results in a healthy child.

The name of God associated with Gevurah is Elohim (eh-low-heem ), and
the biblical figure associated with Gevurah is the patriarch Isaac. Isaac is a
far more passive personality in the Torah than Abraham, who’s associated
with Chesed (see the preceding section). Although Gevurah is sometimes
seen as negative, it isn’t negative to the Kabbalist, and instead is often
referred to as an aspect of God’s kindness. The divine light pours down
from God, and it would be impossible to exist if that light weren’t
restricted, controlled, and harnessed. The Gevurah aspect restricts the
divine light and allows for the world to exist. Both Chesed and Gevurah
express different aspects of God’s love and of love in the world.



Harmony: The desire for balance

The sefirah of Tiferet (tee-fehr -et; beauty) is a combination of harmony,
truth, and compassion. Tiferet is also a balancing of the two sefirot that
precede it, Chesed and Gevurah. The word “Tiferet” comes from the
Hebrew word pa’ear (pah-air ; beauty). Tiferet is the ability to merge the
flow of Chesed, which is open and outpouring, with the restrictive nature
of Gevurah and achieve an appropriate mixture of the two. Tiferet is
sometimes referred to as Rachamim (rah- khah-meem; compassion or
mercy).

On the chart of the Tree of Life shown in Figure 4-1, notice that Tiferet is
at the center. It’s the central sefirah between right and left and between
top and bottom. The part of the body that corresponds to Tiferet is the
upper torso.

Perhaps most important to Kabbalists is the fact that Tiferet is also a
symbol of the Torah. As a way of life, the Torah teaches the Kabbalist
how to achieve the right balance in life. Tiferet manifests the ability to
create the proper balance between Chesed and Gevurah. Often the
expression of Chesed, which is lovingkindness, may be a grievous error if
a situation doesn’t call for such kindness. Similarly, the severity of
Gevurah is sometimes too fierce for a particular moment or occasion.

o Kabbalists believe that the perfect harmony to be achieved through
% a synthesis of Chesed and Gevurah isn’t absolutely equal but rather

a bit more of Chesed than Gevurah. The extra dose of
lovingkindness results in the ideal kind of harmony as found on the
Tree of Life.

The name of God that’s connected with the sefirah of Tiferet is the most
sacred of all God’s names in Kabbalistic tradition, the Tetragrammaton



(also known as the four-letter name of God), Y-H-V-H. This connection
isn’t surprising given that Tiferet is a symbol of the Torah.

The Biblical figure associated with Tiferet is Yaakov (Jacob), who’s
known in the Torah as Israel. The three patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob correspond to the three central sefirot on the Tree of Life: Chesed,
Gevurah, and Tiferet. Just as the first triad on the Tree of Life, Chochmah,
Binah, and Da’at are often referred to in Kabbalistic literature as a unit, so
too is the second triad on the Tree of Life, Chesed, Gevurah, and Tiferet
(lovingkindness, judgment, and harmony) a unit. Whereas Kabbalists
consider the first three sefirot of Chochmah, Binah, and Da’at mental
processes or processes of consciousness, the lower sefirot, Chesed,
Gevurah, and Tiferet, are the sefirot that act directly upon the world. In
some ways, each person is constantly navigating life through these sefirot.

Victory: The urge to get things done

The sefirah of Netzach (neh- tzakh) may be referred to as victory or
eternity. Netzach is the sefirah of conquest; it’s also the capacity for
overcoming. My Kabbalah teacher likes to say that Netzach is the
profound urge to get things done.

Kabbalistic literature frequently points out that all the sefirot are pure in
their essence but that each has a positive aspect and a negative aspect. In
the case of Netzach, it’s the urge to get things done, but its negative
manifestation may be workaholism, when the urge to get things done is
out of control. Another example of Netzach is when something is put into
the marketplace before it’s ready, a sort of overenthusiasm.

The name of God that’s connected to the sefirah of Netzach is Y-H-V-H
Tzvaot (tzih-vah-oat ; the Lord of Hosts). The biblical figure associated



with Netzach is Moses. As an accomplished leader, it stands to reason that
Moses is associated with the sefirah of victory and the urge to conquer.

Glory: The way of persistence

The sefirah of Hod (hode), often referred to as splendor, is sometimes
described as persistence or holding on. Hod is also the power to repudiate
obstacles (a reference to persistence).

Just as the three sefirot before Netzach (Chesed, Gevurah, and Tiferet ) are
sefirot that act directly on the world, the next three (Netzach, Hod, and
Yesod ) are even more directly connected to the real world in which
people live.

Think of Netzach and Hod as a progression from the urge to get things
done to persistence or holding on. When you want to participate in a task,
you begin with Netzach. When you’re in the midst of doing something and
want to continue to do the task at hand and not poop out, you need to
exercise your persistence, your ability to hold on. Suppose you want to
climb a mountain, for example. The urge to climb that mountain is
Netzach. During the climb, your desire to muster up enough discipline to
continue the trek is Hod. You can’t be successful with just one and not the
other.

One contemporary teacher sees Hod as incubation and the place where
you design the wrapping for the idea or let it percolate to a deeper level;
it’s the place of enhancement, deeper inspiration, of completing something
with full consciousness for it to be the best that it can be before it gets out
there.

When you look at the chart of the Tree of Life (see Figure 4-1), you



P may notice that Netzach is below Chesed, and Hod is below
Gevurah. Keep in mind that the right side, which is sometimes
generally referred to as Chesed, is masculine and outgoing, so that

just as Chesed is an outward gesture of lovingkindness, Netzach is an
outward gesture of getting something done. Similarly on the left side,
just as Gevurah is the ability to discipline oneself, Hod is a bearing
down, an inner thrust to persist and persevere.

The name of God associated with Hod, Elohim Tzvaot (eh-low-heem
tzih-vah-oat; the God of Hosts), also indicates the close similarity
between Netzach and Hod, which is connected to the name of God Y-H-
W-H Tzvaot. Hod is usually associated with the biblical personality of
Aaron, who was Moses’s brother and the first High Priest of the Jewish
people.

Mark your calendar!

Each of the seven lower sefirot, beginning with Chesed,
corresponds to a day of the week. The day of the week
associated with Yesod is Friday. Friday night is the inauguration
of the Sabbath, when the Kabbalist actually takes part in a kind of
wedding ceremony, marrying the divine presence in the world. A
Kabbalist even calls the Sabbath a bride. According to the
Kabbalistic sages, Friday night is also the best time for a
husband and wife to make love.

Yesod: The bridge-builder

The sefirah of Yesod (yeh-sowd; foundation) is thought to be the vehicle
or carrier from one thing, person, or condition to another.

One of my Kabbalah teachers tells me that Yesod is the power of
connection as well as the capacity and the desire to build bridges or



g‘fi—“% make contacts. Yesod is also the ability to establish relationships,
*'-\Hj whether they be with teachers, parents, or lovers.

The organ of the body associated with Yesod is the penis or phallus, which
is appropriate when one considers that the essence of Yesod is the ability
to make connections. Keep in mind that these associations are symbolic,
so the connection that one makes with one’s teacher, friend, or parent
must never be a sexual one but is nonetheless a reaching out in a desire to

connect.

In the same way that Tiferet is a balance of Chesed and Gevurah, so too is
Yesod a balance between Netzach and Hod. Yesod stimulates the desire to
connect, receive, and give. On the Tree of Life chart (see Figure 4-1),
Yesod also appears between the central sefirah of Tiferet and the last
sefirah of Malchut (see the next section). Yesod is the channel through
which the central sefirah of Tiferet can unite with the ultimate, concluding
sefirah of Malchut.

One of the names of God connected with the sefirah of Yesod is El
Shaddai (el shah-die; the Almighty God, or God Almighty). The biblical
character associated with Yesod is Yosef (Joseph), Jacob’s son. Just as the
sefirah of Jacob comes after Abraham and Isaac on the Tree of Life, Yesod
comes right below Tiferet , or Jacob, resulting in Jacob’s favorite son,
Yosef. Yesod is sometimes referred to as the foundation of the world,
known in Hebrew as Yesod olam, and is seen as the balance of the
productive energies of Netzach and Hod.

Sovereignty: The ultimate receptacle

The last of the ten sefirot on the Tree of Life is Malchut (mahl-khoot ;
kingdom). The word “Malchut” in Hebrew is melech (meh -lekh; king).



ok, One of my Kabbalah teachers explains that Malchut is the
g @LI realization of all human potential. It’s a summation of all the sefirot
that appear above it, and the word “kingdom” certainly refers to the
ultimate and final gathering of all resources. As the bottom sefirah on
the chart, Malchut receives everything from the sefirot above it,
which is why it’s referred to as the ultimate receptacle.

Malchut can be seen as the fruits of all one’s labor. Whereas Yesod is the
sefirah that corresponds to the penis or phallus (see the preceding section),
Malchut corresponds to the feminine form of the divine. The connection
between the Yesod and Malchut is a kind of cosmic sexual union that
ultimately gives birth to all the activity in the world.

The day of the week that’s connected to Malchut is the Sabbath. The
Sabbath is the summation and accumulation of all the work of the week,
and Malchut is the recipient of all of the sefirot above it on the Tree of
Life (see Figure 4-1).

< Malchut completes the chain of all the sefirot. The first three sefirot
are an idea manifesting in the mind; the second three sefirot are
those of the heart or the emotions, which is the place where the idea
that arises in the mind begins to be evaluated. In the third triad, the
idea is not only evaluated emotionally but also acted upon and
brought into being in the world. Finally, Malchut is the real
manifestation of the idea in the concrete world of reality.

The name of God connected to Malchut is Shechina (sheh-khee -nah;
divine presence), which represents God’s presence in the human world.
The Shechina gathers the energies of all the other sefirot and offers them
to the world; it creates a bridge between God and the world. The biblical
character associated with Malchut is David, the great king of Israel.



Ways to Look at the Tree of Life

The configuration of the sefirot on the Tree of Life isn’t as straightforward
as it appears at first glance. A lot of information is packed into the Tree of
Life. For example, there are three vertical lines in the Tree, each
containing three sefirot, with each line having its own significance. There
are also three triads, or groups of three sefirot, each also with its own
significance.

Lots of things are going on in this depiction, and Kabbalists interpret it
from a number of different angles. In this section, I show you some of the
ways Kabbalists look at and analyze the chart.

Placement

The placement of each sefirah on the Tree of Life gives insight into its
nature. For example, Keter is on the top of the chart, and Malchut is on the
bottom. This placement makes sense because Keter is known as the
sefirah of connection, the primary connection between God and the world,
symbolically coming from above, and Malchut is the primary connection
between humans and the world and is seen as the final sefirah, a
summation of all the others. One can picture Keter pouring down from
above through the crown of each person. Malchut, on the other hand, is on
the bottom because it’s the goal of creation, the physical universe and all
that’s contained within it.

Vertical lines

The chart of the ten sefirot consist of three lines:



¥ Middle line
¥ Right line, sometimes referred to as father

¥ 1eft line, sometimes referred to as mother

The location of the sefirot on these lines isn’t haphazard. Kabbalists
studying the relationships between the sefirot in each line can understand,
for example, why Tiferet is on the middle line. Tiferet is, after all,
harmony and balance. They can also see why Chesed and Gevurah are
respectively on the left and right sides of the Tree of Life; these two
sefirot constitute a pair at two extremes, just as the Tree of Life reflects.

W As a Kabbalist familiarizes himself with the ten sefirot, he increases
i\ J his insight into each of the sefirot and their natures by
- understanding why they belong on the vertical lines on which
they’re placed.

Horizontal lines

The horizontal lines of the Tree of Life reveal three pairs of sefirot. By
examining each pair, each of which forms a horizontal line of the Tree of
Life, the Kabbalist begins to understand how each pair is a tool for living
a Kabbalistic life.

¥ Chochmah and Binah: When a Kabbalist uses his mental
faculties, he employs a combination of Chochmah (intuition) and
(Binah) logical analysis). A Kabbalist may say that, at any given
moment as he thinks, he’s going back and forth between Chochmah
and Binah and between a combination of the two because some
situations call for more intuition and others call for a more logical
analysis.

¥ Chesed and Gevurah: In all relationships, in almost everything a
Kabbalist does, she’s constantly negotiating Chesed (giving) and



Gevurah (receiving) and finding the proper balance for every
situation. As I mention in the section “Contraction: The impulse to
receive” earlier in this chapter, the pairing of Chesed and Gevurah is
clearly evident in a parent’s relationship with his or her child. When
a parent relates to a child, in some ways it’s a constant interchange
between love and kindness and discipline. In the most basic sense,
the parent has to find a balance between saying “yes” and saying
“no.

»

¥ Netzach and Hod: Particularly when a Kabbalist works on
something in the world, he’s actively exercising the sefirot of
Netzach (the urge to get things done) and Hod (persistence). Netzach
prompts him to participate in the task before him, and Hod keeps the
Kabbalist motivated and provides the power and strength to see a job
through to its conclusion.

Triads

Following are the three triads on the Tree of Life:

¥ Chochmah (wisdom), Binah (understanding), and Da’at
(knowledge): These three sefirot correspond to mental or intellectual
activities.

¥ Chesed (lovingkindness), Gevurah (justice), and Tiferet
(harmony): These three sefirot comprise emotional lives.

¥ Netzach (eternity), Hod (splendor), and Yesod (foundation):
These three sefirot generally act on the physical world in which
people live.

The three sefirot in each triad form their own groups because the three
sefirot in each case have some common levels of connection. The sefirot
are placed where they are on the Tree of Life because of these
connections. In other words, the chart of the ten sefirot is a well-thought-



out configuration. Every detail has an inner logic that helps to reveal the
wisdom contained within the chart.

Sefirot within sefirot

Kabbalistic tradition teaches that each of the ten sefirot has each of the ten
sefirot within it. For example, Chochmah has

¥ The Chochmah of Chochmah

¥ The Binah of Chochmah

¥ The Da’at of Chochmah

¥ The Chesed of Chochmah

¥ The Gevurah of Chochmah

¥ The Tiferet of Chochmah

¥ The Netzach of Chochmah

¥ The Hod of Chochmah

¥ The Yesod of Chochmah

¥ The Malchut of Chochmah
This same pattern applies to each of the other sefirot. These connections
illustrate the interdependence of the sefirot; none of them stand alone.
Here’s an example of how sefirot within sefirot works: You see that your
small child is about to touch a hot stove, and you realize in a split-second
that the only way to protect your child from getting burned is to slap her
hand and thrust it away from the stove. In that split-second, you
experience the Gevurah of Chesed: Your urge to protect your child comes

from the lovingkindness you feel (Chesed), and your decision to slap your
child’s hand, both to protect it and to impress upon the child that what



she’s about to do isn’t good, is discipline and judgment (Gevurah). In
other words, your act is one of Chesed, but the vehicle used to express that
lovingkindness is Gevurah.

Pulling the Strings of Existence:
The Work of the Kabbalist

Kabbalists consider the ten sefirot, as a group, to be an all-inclusive
system depicting the entirety of reality. In addition, they see the ten sefirot
as organic, meaning to say that just as the human body has various organs,
each of which has its own function, so too do the ten sefirot . Each has its
own function that is unique. Similarly, just as the various organs of the
body complement each other and work together, so too the ten sefirot
work together and combine in various ways. You can say that, although
the ten sefirot are the basis of each of us, each person is different and
unique based on the various combinations of sefirot. Some people have a
tendency toward more of one sefirah than another, which accounts for
everyone’s individuality.

S, One of my teachers suggests that the way in which a person relates
& fij»' to the sefirot is similar to sitting in a control room: The ten sefirot
are the “strings” of existence, and the Kabbalist uses those strings to

effect change in the world. For example, suppose that I’'m working
on something and am getting tired. The end is in sight, though, and I
just need to push myself a little to get the project done. Kabbalisticly
speaking, I need to apply a little bit of Hod (persistence and holding
on) to push through to the end of my work.

There comes a point in the study of the sefirot when one almost feels like
a postal worker sorting mail in front of a wall full of mail slots. With each



experience, the Kabbalist sees the ten sefirot at work more clearly and can
file them into the slots on the Tree of Life.

Kabbalists conceive of the universe as a downpour of divine plenty from
above that constantly creates and sustains the world. This downpour
comes in the form of the ten sefirot, which manifest out of the pure divine
light that shines from above. God contracts and forms each of the sefirot
and their combinations, and this action results in the continuous creation
of the world.

Regarding the sefirot, however, Kabbalists teach that the relationship goes
both ways between God and humans. Not only is there a downpour of
divine light in the form of the ten sefirot, but also there’s a response from
humans who use the ten sefirot and show God their thoughts, deeds, and
actions, which are really the ten sefirot in various combinations. This is
the basis of the idea of reward and punishment. Humans use or abuse the
world and experience the consequences of their deeds. Kabbalists
conceive of a universe in which God is aware of every minute detail of
what is going on, so God knows how each person uses the ten sefirot,
either for the repair of the world or for its destruction.

ot A Kabbalist isn’t conscious of the ten sefirot at all times. He doesn’t
i\%} think to himself, “This situation calls for a little bit of Binah. ”
= Rather, he meditates on the ten sefirot, their relationships to each

other, and, in general, the wisdom embedded in the Tree of Life. In
doing so, the Kabbalist learns so much about the nature of the sefirot
and their relationships that he becomes a part of the system and the
Tree of Life comes alive inside him. Sooner or later, the Kabbalist
puts down his books and goes out to meet the world. He doesn’t carry
the Tree of Life like a cookbook or a formula to tell him what the
appropriate action, thought, or manipulation of a sefirah is at each
moment. Rather, the hope is that by studying the sefirot in enough
depth, the Kabbalist becomes the system of the sefirot and is able to



apply the proper combinations spontaneously, for the most part.

Imagine, for example, that you work in an office and have specific tasks to
perform for your profession. You use the ten sefirot constantly; here are a
few examples:

¥ Binah: A task before you requires additional time to think through
the matter, research it, and discuss it with others.

¥ Gevurah: As a supervisor, you notice that one coworker is getting
sloppy in his work. You have to sit down with him to discuss ways to
better organize his work and perform with more precision.

¥ Yesod: You realize that that coworker needs some close attention
and direction and may even need to be mentored.

¥ Chochmah: You encounter a situation in which you have to react
not with your head but with your intuition.

¥ Tiferet: You discover that you and your colleagues aren’t getting
along very well, and you need to get together to iron out your
differences and solve certain common problems.

In other words, a Kabbalist can look at his or her actions and thoughts,
compare them to the system of the ten sefirot, and recognize their
correspondence. Studying the ten sefirot and their relationships, especially
with a master teacher, begins to reveal the system of the ten sefirot as a
profoundly insightful system for life.



Chapter 5

Everything (Even a Traffic Jam)
Is for the Best

In This Chapter
Sorting out the idea that everything is for the best
Knowing what to say and when
Seeing things through the Kabbalistic lens

Participating in the repairing of the world

Students of Kabbalah often find one important assumption — that

everything happens for the best — to be the most difficult to grasp. Some
people never get past it and drop out of Kabbalah study as a result.

The idea that everything happens for the best sounds outrageous given all
the horrific scenes on the news and family tragedies that occur every day.
It doesn’t take long to formulate a great resistance to such an outrageous
comment. However, this statement is one of the keys of Kabbalah.

In this chapter, I explain the basic Kabbalistic mindset that leads to the
view that everything that happens is for the best, and I discuss suggestions
to help accustom you to see life in this way.

How Can Everything Possibly



Be for the Best?

Everything is for the best? Even the Holocaust? Even the death of an
innocent child? You may be thinking, “If this is Kabbalah, I want nothing
of it! It’s nuts!”

W Throughout the study of Kabbalah, it’s important to mistrust the
i\@ face value of things (see Chapter 4). Everything has a deeper
= meaning than what’s obvious at first glance. In a very real way,

Kabbalah is the process of improving one’s ability to see past the
superficial into the depths of life itself. The Kabbalistic sages teach
that people don’t see everything but can improve their sight, both
physical and spiritual insight, through the study and practice of
Kabbalah.

One Kabbalist teaches that Kabbalah needs to be “chewed on.” He makes
the analogy that a baby eats liquid food and often resists the transition to
solid food because he or she is forced to start chewing, and that’s more
difficult. But fortunately, babies learn that mastering the art of chewing
food brings great benefit. Similarly, chewing on an outrageous statement
such as “Everything is for the best” is tough, but it just may bring some
insight and spiritual reward that doesn’t show itself at first glance.

So what does it mean when the Kabbalistic sages say that everything is for
the best?

Understanding how magic tricks work is a great metaphor for addressing
this question. Imagine that a magician shows his hat to the audience, and
it’s empty. After “proving” to the audience that there’s nothing in his hat,
he reaches in and pulls out a rabbit. Needless to say, the stage magician
didn’t actually produce a rabbit out of nothing, but it appears that way to
the audience because they don’t see everything.



Perhaps the hat had a secret compartment that fooled the eye into thinking
that the hat was entirely empty. Perhaps the rabbit was up the magician’s
sleeve and he dropped it into the hat as he reached in and grabbed it. Or
perhaps what he took out of the hat looked like a rabbit but was actually a
cleverly disguised device that could fold up into the hat as if it weren’t
there and then inflate as the magician revealed it to the audience.

Many theories can explain how it appears that a magician produces a
rabbit out of nothing, but whatever the real reason, one thing is clear: The
audience doesn’t see everything.

The basic assumption of the Kabbalist is that humans only have a limited
capacity to see the whole of existence. That’s why there are so many
unsolvable questions in the world. Kabbalists know that a paradox is one
sign that they’re going along the right path, and one of the primary
paradoxes for the Kabbalist is understanding that the universe is beyond
human understanding and that acknowledging this fact actually increases
one’s understanding.

A contemporary Kabbalist teaches that news of a knife being stuck into
someone sounds horrible until you discover that the knife was in the hands
of a surgeon and was being used to help cure a patient. The assumption of
the Kabbalist is that even the horrible moments of life are steps in the
direction of a future that will make all the suffering justified.

o The student of Kabbalah encounters many metaphors, paradoxes,

)

) and stories intended to soften the soil of the mind to begin to receive
= this idea of everything happening for the best. Remember that the
very word “Kabbalah” comes from a Hebrew word meaning “to
receive.” Kabbalistic tradition asks the seeker to receive an idea and
try it on for size.



Getting the Words Right: Gam
Zu L'Tovah

Gam zu I’tovah (gahm zoo leh-toe -vah; this too is for the best) is an
Aramaic expression taught by Rabbi Akiva, a great Kabbalist who lived
almost 2,000 years ago. Kabbalists have used this phrase for many
centuries to express the idea that everything is for the best. This short
expression contains an entire spiritual worldview that basically expresses
the Kabbalistic assumption that God knows what’s happening and why,
and that all that happens will work out just fine. It’s not an expression that
you say lightly, and there are some important restrictions on its use. But
this brief Aramaic saying sums up a philosophy of life based on faith in
the eternal wisdom of God.

When bad is actually good

For centuries, Kabbalists have shared important stories that express the
view that things that seem bad can, from a more complete perspective,
actually be good.

¥ These stories (and others like them) aren’t meant to be taken
@ literally; they’re just stories. But in Jewish and Kabbalistic tradition,
stories are vehicles for expressing profound ideas and spiritual
advice. Kabbalists tell these stories as a way to integrate the ideas
embedded within them, in this case that everything is for the best,
into their lives and consciousness.

Rabbi Akiva looks for lodging

For centuries, the following story has served as a reminder to Kabbalists



that they don’t see or understand everything and that one of the sacred
tasks in life is to constantly reframe their experiences to allow into their
minds and hearts the possibility of a larger picture beyond human
understanding.

While traveling, the great Kabbalist Rabbi Akiva found himself in a town
one evening, and he inquired at the inn for a place to stay. When he was
told that there was no room for him, he said, “Gam zu I’tovah, this is for
the best.” He inquired elsewhere in the neighborhood, and each time that
he was told that there was no room for him, he responded, “Gam zu
I’tovah, this is for the best.”

Rabbi Akiva went to the woods on the outskirts of the town and set up a
little camp for himself for the night. In the middle of the night, a wind
blew out his candle, to which Rabbi Akiva responded, “Gam zu I’tovah,
this is for the best.” A cat came along and killed the rooster that the rabbi
had with him. Rabbi Akiva reacted by saying, “Gam zu 1’tovabh, this is for
the best.” Then a wild beast came by and killed his donkey, and once
again Rabbi Akiva said, “This is for the best.”

The next morning, when he awoke and went back into the town, he
discovered that the inn and the other places where he had looked for
lodging had been attacked by a band of robbers who caused physical
damage to both property and people.

If any of those places of lodging had accepted Rabbi Akiva the night
before, he probably would have been a victim as well. If his candle hadn’t
blown out, his rooster not been killed by the cat, and his donkey not been
eaten by the wild beast, he may have been detected in the woods and
victimized by the robbers.

Rabbi Eliezer and Elijah the Prophet



Many times in the Talmud, Kabbalists learn that some of the great
Rabbinic sages prayed with the desire to speak to Elijah the Prophet, who
subsequently often appeared to them. The following story illustrates the
idea that everything is for the best, even though it often doesn’t seem that
way. Sometimes, all that you need is a little more information, and you
can turn the incident inside out and draw a very different conclusion.

One day, Rabbi Eliezer prayed to the Almighty for a vision of Elijah.
Elijah the Prophet appeared before Rabbi Eliezer and said to him, “What
can I do for you?” Rabbi Eliezer said, “I’d like to follow you around. I'd
like to watch you do your work, your work for the Holy One, Blessed be
He, in the world. I just want to follow you around and watch you do your
work.”

Elijah the Prophet said to Rabbi Eliezer, “Sorry, you can’t follow me
around. You’ll have too many questions, and I don’t have time for your
questions.” Rabbi Eliezer responded, “I promise I won’t ask any
questions. Will you allow me the honor of watching you do your work?”
Elijah the Prophet agreed to that condition, and off they went.

That night, the two were looking for lodging and saw a dilapidated shack.
They approached the shack and discovered a young, poor couple,
impoverished and owning little else besides one cow, living there. Elijah
the Prophet and Rabbi Eliezer approached the couple and asked them for
lodging, and the young couple greeted them warmly, welcomed them in,
and gathered some straw to make the two strangers as comfortable as
possible. They offered their guests whatever they had, and Rabbi Eliezer
and Elijah the Prophet spent the night.

When he awoke the next morning, Rabbi Eliezer overheard Elijah the
Prophet praying to the Almighty, asking that the Almighty kill the cow.
No sooner had Elijah the Prophet expressed this prayer than the cow



suddenly died.

Rabbi Eliezer was outraged and said to Elijah, “What did you do? Why
did you ask the Almighty to take the life of the cow? They were such
lovely people. They have next to nothing. Why did you take their cow?”
Elijah the Prophet looked at Rabbi Eliezer and said, “See, you have so
many questions. You have too many questions. I don’t have time for your
questions.” Rabbi Eliezer, though confused, quickly responded, “Please
forgive me. I want to follow you. I won’t ask you any more questions.”
Elijah gave him another chance, and off they went.

The next evening they were looking for lodging and arrived at a big
mansion. They knocked on the door, and the owner of the mansion came
out, greeted them coldly, and agreed that they could stay down in his
cellar. He offered them no human warmth, no physical warmth, and no
food, and down to the cellar they went. During the night, Rabbi Eliezer
awoke upon hearing a commotion. He watched as Elijah the Prophet
patched up an area of the cellar wall that was unfinished and crumbling.

The next day, they continued traveling and arrived at a synagogue of
wealthy congregants. The pews were made of gold and silver, and the
people in the synagogue were cold and unfriendly. When Elijah the
Prophet and Rabbi Eliezer entered the synagogue, nobody greeted them,
and nobody performed the mitzvah of welcoming guests. In fact, they
noticed people whispering about them behind their backs. Before they left
the synagogue, Elijah the Prophet looked at the congregation and said, “I
pray that you should all become leaders.”

They entered a neighborhood that was impoverished. The people were
living in squalor, but they were very lovely, sweet, warm, gentle people.
Elijah the Prophet looked at this neighborhood, looked at these people,
and said, “I want to bless you that one of you should be a leader.”



It was at this point that Rabbi Eliezer couldn’t hold his questions in any
longer. He said to Elijah the Prophet, “I know that you’re going to send
me away. I know that you required me not to ask questions, but I beg you,
please, can you give me some understanding of what you’ve been doing? I
don’t understand anything that you’re doing. I beg you. Can you offer me
some kind of explanation?”

Elijah the Prophet looked at Rabbi Eliezer and said, “I’ll offer you some
explanation, but then you’ll have to leave. Remember the first night when
we encountered that lovely yet poor couple living in their shack with their
cow? And remember how outraged you were the next morning when you
heard me praying to the Holy One, Blessed is He, that he should kill the
cow? What you didn’t know was that it was time for the wife to die. But I
pleaded with Hashem: Don’t take the wife, take the cow.”

Elijah said, “You recall the next night when we were put in that rich
man’s cold cellar? And you woke up puzzled when you saw that I was
repairing his walls and fixing them up beautifully? I wasn’t doing that. I
knew that there was a treasure buried within the walls. The man who
owned that mansion didn’t deserve the mansion, let alone the treasure
buried in the walls, so I patched and finished up the walls nicely so that no
one would ever discover that treasure.”

Elijah the Prophet went on. “Remember the next day, when we went to
that synagogue that was so wealthy, with gold and silver pews, but all the
people were so unfriendly? I noticed how confused you were when you
thought that I’d offered them some big blessing by saying that they all
should become great leaders. That wasn’t a blessing; it was a curse.
Anyone who has ever been in an organization knows the chaos that results
from everyone thinking that he or she is a leader. I prayed that they all
should become leaders. And then we went to that poor neighborhood, and



the people were so sweet and so lovely, and you wondered, in comparison
to the earlier so-called ‘blessing,” why I would just say, ‘I bless you that
one of you should be a leader.” You see, that indeed was a blessing. All
that neighborhood really needed was one good, strong leader who could
take the people out of the poverty and squalor that they lived in.”

Elijah the Prophet then said to Rabbi Eliezer, “Yes, you have to leave
now, but please don’t forget that what you see in the world is not the
whole picture. It’s only part of the grand picture in the mind of the
Almighty.”

A 20th-century Kabbalist who found good in
everything

One of the characteristics of a Kabbalist is his or her ability to see good
within everything. One of my favorite stories related to this idea has to do
with Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Chief Rabbi of Palestine during
the British mandate. Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, more commonly known
as Rav Kook, was a brilliant scholar, a great mystic, and a renowned
Kabbalist.

When he was appointed to be the first Chief Rabbi, Rav Kook had many
critics, and many people protested his appointment. Rav Kook responded
to his critics by saying that they were right. He said that there were so
many people in the world and so many scholars in the holy city of
Jerusalem who were greater than he was. He expressed his situation with
an analogy of shoes that are too big. He said that the shoes of the Chief
Rabbi position were bigger than he could fill and therefore he needed to
fill them with straw. As he explained, when straw is put into shoes to fill
them out, the hard and sharp edges of the straw often irritate the feet. Rav
Kook concluded that his critics who believed that he wasn’t qualified to be



Chief Rabbi were like straw in big shoes; just as the actual straw is
irritating, the critics of Rav Kook were irritants to him. But they were
necessary for him to be able to fill the shoes that he was asked to wear.

In other words, Rav Kook looked at the situation and found something
positive and good in his harsh critics. He reframed the situation in a way
that revealed the positive side of what was otherwise negative.

An important rule about saying
“Everything is for the best”

The Kabbalistic sages certainly encourage Kabbalists to adopt the view
that everything in life is for the best and express that view by saying “Gam
zu I’tovah.” However, the sages also insist that Kabbalists never express
that phrase to others; you should only say to yourself. Kabbalists are
forbidden by tradition and the basis of human compassion to say “Gam zu
I’tovah” to a suffering person. Even if a person is a Kabbalist or simply a
person with deep faith in God, the compassionate thing to do is to resist
saying that everything is for the best.

o Kabbalah recognizes human limitations; sometimes, a person’s faith
\

ﬂ) is shaken when something bad happens. The compassionate thing is
= to offer comfort, not theology, when a person is grieving.

For example, if a friend falls and hurts his knee, I don’t say to him, “Gam
zu I’tovah, everything is for the best.” Rather, upon seeing someone who
has fallen and gotten hurt, I do what I can to help my friend and relieve his
pain and suffering. But if I fall and hurt my own knee, I have the right
and, in fact, the obligation to take all the suffering of my own life and use
it for the best.



When I fall and hurt my knee, saying “Gam zu 1’tovah” is appropriate
because the fall may very well be a warning from God that I need to be
careful and slow down before a much larger and more devastating
accident happens. The small scrapes and bruises of life actually can be
used for the positive, but although a Kabbalist tries to see things for the
best, he doesn’t say that to a suffering person.

An exception to the rule of not saying “Gam zu I’tovah” to others is made
if the person who’s suffering is a deep friend. Rather than cultivate lots of
friends, the sages advise that each person should invest in one good, deep
friendship. Two people who are friends on the deepest and most trusting
levels are permitted and even encouraged to remind each other that this is
the Almighty’s universe and that indeed everything is for the best.

The great sages referred to the error of saying “Gam zu 1’tovah” to others
who are suffering as “the sins of the friends of Job” because in the biblical
book of Job, Job suffers and his friends say to him, “Don’t you have faith
that everything is from God?”

Don’t Confuse Acceptance with
Passivity

Belief that everything happens for the best, faith, trust in God, clinging to
God, belief in God’s individual supervision of every detail of the world,
and other related notions and concepts don’t mean that the Kabbalist is a
passive participant in life’s drama. Faith and trust in God for the Kabbalist
doesn’t prompt passivity or an inactive attitude.

Kabbalists believe in the following:



&2 ¥ Social action: The Kabbalist doesn’t look at the ills of the world
':\%) and say, “Since I believe that God supervises everything, I need to
h leave everything just as it is.” Rather, the Kabbalist believes that his
or her desire to repair the world is part of God’s intention.

¥ Fairness in business: A Kabbalist doesn’t believe that “whatever
happens, happens” or that anything that one can get away with is
obviously what God has allowed to happen. Rather, Kabbalists spend
a lifetime studying, and part of that study is the study of business
ethics and the fair treatment of others.

¥ Animal rights: Kabbalistic tradition has strict laws about the
imperativeness of treating animals as kindly as possible, relieving
their suffering, and taking steps to help animals avoid any
unnecessary suffering.

¥ Rights and responsibilities in marriage: Kabbalists set high
standards for this area of human experience. Marriage isn’t simply a
union between two people in love. Jewish law, which is the law that
Kabbalists spend a lifetime studying, is quite concerned about the
rights of both husband and wife. Couples fully explore these rights
and agree to hold up their individual ends of responsibility before the
Kabbalistic marriage ceremony takes place.

In so many aspects of life, Kabbalists walk an interesting path between
trust in God and His supervision of the world on the one hand and the
active pursuit of ethical behavior and the repairing of the world on the
other. These two extremes aren’t a contradiction but rather a profound
paradox within which the Kabbalist lives his or her life.

Training Oneself to See Like a
Kabbalist



One of the most important things that a Kabbalist does (and something
that he or she is actually doing constantly but that nobody sees) is inner
activity. Inner activity refers to the constant training to perceive all of life
and all of existence as created by God and, therefore, for the best. As the
great Kabbalist known as the Baal Shem Tov is known to have said, “Not
even a single blade of grass moves without God allowing it to happen.”

To be a Kabbalist is to be a reframer, to take a situation and cultivate the
view that everything to do with that situation is for the best. For example,
if I’'m stuck in traffic, perhaps the traffic jam is preventing me from being
involved in an accident farther down the road. If I have a cold and need to
stay in bed for a day or two, the recovery may be strengthening my
immune system so that I’m better able to fight an upcoming illness. Or the
cold itself may be keeping me home to avoid some other unforeseen
stumbling block.

Kabbalists learn and meditate on a number of key concepts, which I
explain in this section, throughout their lives. Each concept overlaps or is
connected with another, and taken together, they form the core theology of
Kabbalah. But the terms that I explain in this section are more than
abstract philosophical concepts. Kabbalists constantly remind themselves
of these concepts (every day and throughout life) and ultimately use them
as strategies for understanding their lives and the world.

we  Kabbalist never tire of studying these concepts or thinking about
& ) . - :
.,\% them. On the contrary, they’re as vital to a Kabbalist life as air,

o food, and love. Meditating on these concepts is the inner activity of
the Kabbalist. Focusing on these concepts daily, from the time one
gets up in the morning until the time one goes to sleep at night,
infuses the Kabbalist’s life with a special relationship to the world.



Having faith

Emunah (eh-moo -nah; faith) is a broad and general term implying that a
person, at the core of his or her being, believes in the existence of God.

A blessing for bad news

The great sages invented formulas for saying different blessings
over the many joys of life. For example, there are blessings to
say before enjoying food and a blessing to say upon all kinds of
enjoyments and pleasures. But there’s also a blessing to say
when hearing of bad news: Baruch Dayan HaEmet (bah-rukh
dah-yahn hah-em-et; blessed is the true judge). This blessing
implies that, from a human vantage point, the event may look and
sound sad (and indeed is), but from God’s vantage point,
something else is going on that humans simply can'’t see.

"%, A great Jewish philosopher and sage, Maimonides (also known as
EL)  the Rambam), has been an important teacher to Kabbalists for

centuries. His masterpiece, the Mishneh Torah, a work of 14 books
that’s masterfully organized and has been said to contain every
concept in Jewish life, begins with the following:

The foundation of all foundations, and the pillar of
all wisdom is to know that there is God who
brought into being all of existence. All the beings
of the heavens, and earth, and what is between
them came into existence only from the truth of
God’s being.

This primary idea is that out of which everything else grows — that God
existed before existence, that God created existence, and that God is the
center of all existence. The importance of getting the primary idea (a
fundamental belief in God) right is much like the exactness of launching a



rocket ship to the moon; if the rocket’s aim is off just a little bit here on
earth, by the time it gets to the vicinity of the moon, the rocket will be a
tremendous distance away from its target.

Emunah implies two things:

¥ Faith in God

¥ Honesty and integrity in one’s relations with others

Faith also implies a belief in the divine ownership of the world.
Reminding oneself that this is God’s world is an expression of faith, and
therefore, those who are conscientious about treating the earth in a healthy
way are expressing their faith. The Kabbalist’s faith that the world is
God’s leads to a desire to treat the natural world with respect. Loving
behavior toward others reflects the same kind of faith. If each human
being is a creation of God, then treating others appropriately is an
acknowledgment of the creator.

Being certain that God is perfect

Bitachon (bih-tah-khone; security, trust, confidence) is an aspect of the
broader concept of faith and signifies the deepest certainty that God
knows what He is doing, that God is perfect, that nothing happens without
God allowing it to happen, and that the Kabbalist has confidence in God’s
infinite wisdom.

Kabbalists connect the notion of bitachon with the sefirah of Netzach,
which I explain in detail in Chapter 4. It has been observed that Netzach,
the urge to get things done, is related to bitachon because when someone
is actively expressing confidence in God, he or she gets the sense that each
person has a mission in life and must actively pursue that mission in order



to manifest what God wants. In a sense, bitachon as confidence reflects
both a confidence in God and a confidence in one’s own ability to find
oneself and express oneself in the way that God intended.

poen The concept of bitachon implies that whatever happens to a
i\\%} Kabbalist is ultimately for the good. Because Kabbalists believe that
o God is good, everything that God makes happen or allows to
happen is also good.

Many books on the subject of faith and related concepts remind Kabbalists
that faith and trust is really a form of service to God. The Kabbalist
actively trusts in God and, through that trust, believes that his or her soul
is transformed and purified. Profound trust in God opens the Kabbalist up
to godliness and holiness.

Attaching yourself to God (and never
letting go)

In the Christian world, the term is “communion.” For the Kabbalist, it’s
d’veykut (dih-vey-koot; clinging), which is a similar uniting with the
Holy One and not letting go. For Kabbalists, d’veykut is a high and deep
stage of spiritual development where the seeker attaches himself or herself
to God and exchanges individuality for a profound partnership with the
Holy One. The force behind d’veykut is the love of God and desire for
intimacy or closeness with God.

When a Kabbalist develops a strong sense of d’veykut, the seemingly vast
number of requirements and commandments in her life transform
themselves from external burdens into more and more opportunities to
devote herself to God. Just as young lovers are of infinite service to their
loved ones, the Kabbalist who has true d’veykut sees the requests that God



makes as opportunities to express her love for the Almighty.

For example, the Kabbalist views the requirements of the Sabbath (see
Chapter 10) to be part of the gift of the Sabbath, not burdensome
restrictions as outsiders may see them. Similarly, Kabbalists don’t see the
dos and don’ts of the Torah as oppressive but rather as opportunities
throughout one’s day and life to connect with God.

The concept of d’veykut also informs the Kabbalist’s attitude toward her
own death because she believes that one of death’s great rewards is the
opportunity to merge with God in an even deeper and more complete way
than is possible during life. D’veykut in this lifetime is fleeting and
incomplete, but complete d’veykut is attainable after death.

Knowing that you’re under God’s
supervision

Hashgacha pratit (hash-gah -kah prah -teet; private supervision, at
Providence) is the Kabbalistic concept that every individual being is under
the private supervision of God.

Some people believe that there is no God, whereas others believe that God
created the world but then left it alone to its own devices. Kabbalists
maintain that God rules the world by hashgacha pratit; the infinite God is
constantly involved in every detail of existence, from the largest cataclysm
to the tiniest movement of an insect. (Flip to Chapter 16 for more on
God’s ongoing supervision of the creation as a whole.)

As I say many times in this book, Kabbalists must reconcile the following
two points of a major paradox:



¥ The highest expression of the Divine in the world is humankind,
and humankind functions with free will.

¥ Nothing happens in the world without God allowing it to happen.

Hashgacha pratit doesn’t contradict the belief in free will. Rather, it insists
that God is actively involved in the supervision of everything, while at the
same time allows for free will. Kabbalists may not always understand this
paradox, but they know that it’s the wisdom received from tradition.

Hoping for the best

Many people are familiar with the Hebrew word mazal (mah-zal; fate)
because of the popular expression “Mazal Tov.” Although the expression
is commonly thought to mean “good luck,” it actually means “good fate.”
Wishing a person mazal is a way of hoping that the person experiences
only good things as his or her life unfolds.

Even though everything is for the best, wishing a person good fate is an
expression of hope that what happens to the person is easy to recognize as
“for the best” and not one of the challenging and difficult moments when
thinking that what has happened may be tough.

Understanding that things happen for
a reason

Bashert (bah-shairt ) is a general concept that implies that things happen
for a reason. Kabbalists use it most commonly in connection with
matchmaking.

Within the matchmaking world, when a Kabbalist is looking for a future



spouse, he says, “I’m looking for my bashert.” What he means is that he’s
looking for the one whom God has picked out for him. A story known by
all serious Kabbalah students tells of a Roman who asks one of the Jewish
sages “If God created the world in six days, what has He been doing since
then?” The sage’s answer is that, among other things, God is making
matches. To refer to somebody as your bashert is to say that you believe
that this person is your partner selected by God, deliberately and for a
purpose.

o, Of course, in today’s society, people ask, “If God makes matches,
& \H..I why are there so many divorces?” One of my teachers of Kabbalah
says that God makes matches, but no one knows why He makes the

particular matches that He does. God has His own motives for doing
things, and matches aren’t necessarily intended to provide individuals
with eternal bliss. A couple can be matched because of many things
other than passion and romance. For example, many matches occur
for their fruitful results (that is, for the children they produce).

Picking up the Pieces: In the
Beginning a Vessel Was
Shattered

The 16th-century Rabbi Isaac Luria (known among Kabbalists as the Ari;
see Chapter 18) caused a revolution in Kabbalistic thought and today is
considered to be, without exception, the greatest Kabbalist who ever lived.
His ideas, ways of thinking, and metaphors have become the standard
accepted notions that Kabbalists have studied for the last five centuries.

One of the Ari’s most basic notions describes, metaphorically, the basis
for the creation of the world. As the Ari explained it, God created a vessel



(like a vase, cup, or container of some sort) and then poured His infinite,
divine light into this vessel. The vessel couldn’t contain the infinite light
and shattered. The broken pieces of the vessel scattered, and the stuff of
creation — all its many bits and pieces — are actually the shards produced
by that cataclysmic shattering. The shards still contained evidence of the
original divine light.

Being “chosen” means greater
responsibility

The Torah teaches that the Jewish people are a nation of priests.
This notion, which is the basis for the too often misunderstood
phrase “the chosen people,” in no way means that Jews are
superior. This distorted idea has been spread far and wide but is
nowhere to be found in Jewish literature or Jewish teachings. The
idea that the children of Israel should see themselves as a
“nation of priests” simply refers to Jewish consciousness that the
entire world is holy and that the nation of priests is required to
relate to all the details in the universe as though they were holy
and in need of sanctification.

Everything has the potential for holiness, and therefore,
everything needs to be related to with a certain degree of
holiness. The notion of the chosen people refers to the idea that
the Jewish people have a greater responsibility and burden to
relate to the Divine than others do.

In other words, the world in which Kabbalists live, in each of its details,
contains divine light. Whatever a Kabbalist relates to, whether it be solid,
liquid, or gas, good or evil, physical or spiritual, contains divine light. And
according to Kabbalistic tradition, each person is responsible for breaking
open the pieces to release the light contained within. Because everything



in the world contains divine light, all situations have good (divine light)
hidden within them. The Kabbalist’s task — and everyone else’s, for that
matter — is to search for or recognize that divine light and let it shine.

By integrating the shattered vessel metaphor into one’s consciousness, all
life and all existence has the potential for sanctity through the release of
divine sparks from the divine light inside. Kabbalists make the assumption
that the world needs to be repaired (see Chapters 7 and 8 for more on this
concept), that God created a world that is incomplete and flawed. By
revealing the divine light that’s hidden in everything, the Kabbalist
participates in the correcting of the world, leading to a time when God will
be obvious and known to all people.

Within Kabbalistic literature, the sanctity of life is evident in the everyday
act of eating. God created a world in which various species eat other
species. One of the reasons that Kabbalistic tradition requires the
Kabbalist to recite various blessings before eating various foods is to help
to release the divine sparks embedded within the food.

For the Kabbalist, eating isn’t just an effort to satisfy one’s appetite. It’s a
releasing of divine light contained within everything. If one eats with the
proper intention, the food is the source not only of physical nutrients
needed to survive but also divine light that offers spiritual nourishment
and the fortitude to go on to perform acts of lovingkindness.

Seeing bread as a tribute to human
creativity

The blessings that Kabbalists recite before eating various foods
(see Chapter 9) are divided into categories. For example, one
blessing is appropriate when eating fruit from a tree, and another
blessing is recited for baked goods like cookies and cakes, but




not for bread. Bread has it's own special blessing.

However, if a Kabbalist sits down to a meal that consists of many
different kinds of foods and includes bread, it's not necessary to
recite the various blessings on the different kinds of foods.
Rather, the Kabbalist should begin his or her meal with the
blessing to be recited before eating bread and then enjoy the
meal. In a sense, the blessing for bread contains all the other
blessings.

So why is bread and the blessing said before eating bread of
such high status? Bread represents human creativity because it's
made through the creativity and ingenuity of the people who take
various God-given ingredients, combine them, and create the
staff of life. Eating a pear, string beans, milk, or chicken is merely
taking the food that God gives. But when the Kabbalist eats
bread, he’'s acknowledging the ability of human beings to
combine the elements of the world and to create something new.

Kabbalists consider this ability to create to be a divine spark
within humans. Bread is the finest example within the human diet
of that expression of creativity, and therefore the blessing said
before eating bread is sufficient for the entire meal regardless of
how many other kinds of foods are consumed.

This example also points to the Kabbalistic notion of repairing the
world. Kabbalists gather the gifts that God has given and try to
combine them in a way that will improve the world. By gathering
the ingredients to make bread, people exercise their ability to
create the tools necessary to improve, build, and raise the level
of the world. Each day, Kabbalists need to be aware that the
world requires rectifying and things need to be put into their
proper places. Kabbalists assume that the world is mixed up; all
too often, things that are small are considered big, things that are
big are considered small, things that are important are
considered unimportant, and things that are unimportant are




considered important. The Kabbalist’s job is to put everything into
its proper proportion for the sake of the health of the world.

Figuring Out Individual Divine
Assignments

Kabbalistic tradition teaches that it’s each person’s responsibility to find
his or her own place in the world. As I explain in Chapter 6, each human
being is absolutely unique. In principle, each person has unique elements
that belong to no one else. Of course many people share various qualities,
but in totality, no two people are identical.

Growing out of this idea of divine individual assignments, of course, is the
notion that each person has his or her own strengths and weaknesses,
abilities and inclinations. Kabbalists relate divine assignments to the
biblical story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. They teach that
just as God put Adam and Eve in the garden to tend it, the world is the
garden of existence, and each person has his or her own part of the garden
to tend. The world is a large place, and there’s lots of work to do
everywhere. It isn’t any individual’s job to tend the entire world but rather
to find that part of the world that he or she must repair.

&% You may be asking, “How does one discover one’s true purpose in

& éj»' life, one’s divine assignment?” One of my teachers suggests that a

good first step “is simply to quiet down.” Sometimes the business of
life means that people actually miss hearing or seeing clearly the
tasks that are obviously before them and in which they must
participate.

Another method of discovering one’s task is through prayer. Within



personal prayers, Kabbalists often make a request to God to help reveal
what they should be doing in life.

But nobody suggests that uncovering one’s purpose in life is easy. Each
person has free will, and the expression of that free will through the
choices presented all the time can be daunting. That’s where Kabbalah
teachers come in. When a Kabbalah teacher is connected to his or her
students in an intimate spiritual way, the teacher is often a great help in
guiding his or her student. (For more on studying with a teacher, flip to
Chapter 14.)

< Another way to approach the question of one’s true purpose in life
@ is to recognize one’s natural abilities. Natural abilities are usually a
hint (or even more than a hint) of what a person should be busy
doing. Ultimately, people can only hope that they’ve found their
purposes. Kabbalists believe that through sincere prayer, and diligent
study, you can attain the wisdom necessary to find the right path.
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Everyone is a letter in the Torah
One of my teachers shares the metaphor that each person
should see himself or herself as an individual letter in the Torah.
The Torah is a scroll consisting of the Five Books of Moses, and
it contains 304,805 letters. Locating oneself in the Torah is
another way of saying that a person needs to find his or her
place. An ancient text teaches that God looked into the Torah
and created the world. The Torah is a blueprint for the world, and
it's the Kabbalist's task in life to find his or her location in that
blueprint.




Chapter 6

Our Bodies Don’t Have Souls;
Our Souls Have Bodies

In This Chapter

Situating souls and bodies
Navigating the four worlds that Kabbalists live in simultaneously

Exploring the five levels of the human soul

Some people think that humans are just bodies; human bodies are born,

they live, and they die. Some people say that humans are bodies alright —
but they’re bodies that have souls. Kabbalists reject both ideas and say
that humans aren’t bodies with souls, they’re souls that have bodies.

What’s the difference between a body with a soul and a soul with a body?
Kabbalists believe that, contrary to what humans see on the outside,
human souls are much greater than human bodies. Most important is the
Kabbalistic view that that our bodies are temporary; our souls are eternal.
The world that we see with our eyes and perceive with our senses is only
part of creation. To be a Kabbalist is to train your senses to remember how
much more you are than just your body.

Kabbalists know that their souls exist, they existed before the body they
now have, and they’ll exist after this current body is used up. The soul
behaves in certain ways, is nourished by certain things, and must learn
how to get along with its partner and instrument, the body. In this chapter,



I look at the soul, how it functions, how to take care of it, and what its job
is in Kabbalistic terms.

ees — According to Kabbalistic tradition, human beings aren’t just the
Ny result of two parents but rather are the product of a partnership of

- three. The mother and father give the baby its physical being, and
God gives the baby its spiritual aspect. This idea, by the way, is
alluded to in the opening chapters of the Torah, in the book of
Genesis, where the description of the creation of man includes the
image of God breathing into Adam’s nostrils. The great sages
throughout the generations have understood this divine breath to be
the soul, or the spiritual aspect of the person. The two parents are
responsible, however, for both a child’s physical and spiritual
nourishment. Just as it’s important to treat your body right, your soul
also needs care and attention. When a Kabbalist realizes that he or
she is more soul than body, the attention focused on the soul grows in
intensity.

A Spark of God in Everyone

Kabbalists believe that bodies are physical aspects and souls are spiritual
aspects, and as such, bodies are temporary, and souls are eternal.

&ﬁiﬂr The idea that souls exist prior to birth and will also exist after death
[ o is a fundamental element of the Kabbalistic notion of the soul.

— According to Kabbalah, when God sends a soul into the world, God
in a sense “houses” the soul in a body. The body is the instrument of
the soul, and the soul uses the body during its incarnation and
lifetime.

When the body is used up, so to speak, it’s buried in the ground, and the
soul continues on its way (see Chapter 7). Although tradition speaks of all
creation being a manifestation of God, the soul in its deepest aspect is God



Himself. In a sense, the world is generally considered something other
than God, but the deepest part of the soul is part of God.

Kabbalistic tradition also carries the idea that, in its essence, the soul has
the potential for some of the actual capacity of God. This capacity is the
ability to move, to choose, to build, and to destroy — essentially, the
capacity to create.

Getting to the Soul of the Matter

To begin the process of understanding the human soul, you need to
understand three foundational ideas about the soul:

¥ The soul is ultimately beyond human understanding.

¥* Each human soul is really a fragment or a part of a single soul
that’s made up of the sum of all souls.

¥ Although all souls are part of one general human soul, each
fragment is unique and irreplaceable and works with all the other
souls to become itself.

The soul? It’s beyond me

Of absolute and fundamental importance to understanding the soul is
recognizing that, ultimately, grasping the true nature of the soul is
absolutely and categorically impossible. Although there’s much that
people can say about the soul, and although many great sages have
speculated on the way of the soul, the soul is one of those divinely created
entities that’s simply beyond human comprehension.

It’s vital that the student of Kabbalah acknowledge at the outset that



&2 full comprehension of the soul is, by definition, impossible.
':\@ Remember, however, that, many times in the study of Kabbalah, the
acknowledgment of the impossibility of grasping a subject is a
paradoxically giant step in the direction of understanding that very
same impossible-to-comprehend subject.



We’re all part of one great soul

In Kabbalah, human beings are part of one great soul that exists in the
world. On the most fundamental level, there’s only one soul in the world,
and each individual soul is a part of that greater soul. That’s not to say that
humans shouldn’t also see themselves as halves of the souls they create
with their spouses. And the concept of a great soul doesn’t interfere with
the idea of various levels or parts of the individual soul that I talk about in
this chapter.

Y=L Many Kabbalists have attempted to describe the soul in terms of
H \ﬁiD light. God’s divine light shines outward, and one of the rays of light
that comes out of God is the one great soul. Kabbalah teachers often
suggest this means that every soul is a fragment of the divine light.
The soul is a spark of the Divine, and part of its task in the world is to
experience and live from the humility of being but a piece of the one
soul.

We’re all unique, though, too

Also fundamental to the Kabbalistic view of the huma